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Chapter 1
Voices in the Night
 
 
“Lady!” whispered a little voice.
My eyes fluttered open to the dark.
“Lady, wake up!” said the little voice again, more frantic this time.
Small, yet firm hands gripped my shoulder and shook it. With a soft moan, I rolled to my side and the hands let go. I could just make out his slight silhouette in the dark. I reached out and grabbed his little hand. Poor thing; he was trembling.
“Bad dreams again?” I yawned.
Fleck shook his head.
“No?” I propped myself up on my elbow. My eyes were beginning to adjust and I could now see two glittering eyes. I squeezed his hand. “What is it then?”
He gulped. “I…hear voices.”
“In the hall?”
He shook his head again and his bottom lip trembled. 
“Where?” I asked.
“The closet.”
“You’re sure?”
He answered with an exaggerated nod. Fleck had been having nightmares ever since we’d arrived here, but I’d never seen him so shaken by them before.
“Want to get the light?” I asked, but before the words were even out of my mouth, a flame materialized on my bedside candle.
Fleck was whiter than my sheets and his hair was matted to his forehead. I brushed his hair back; he was burning up. “Hmm,” I said, “let’s go have a look.”
I wrapped my robe around myself, slipped into my slippers, and we stepped out into a dark corridor.
It was sometime between the hours when the day is in limbo, waiting for tomorrow. Everyone, and everything, was sleeping. Even the torches were nodding off, flames struggling to burn. The castle was menacing at night, like a great tomb, hiding centuries of secrets that felt safe to come forth once the living were asleep. And the secrets in this world, I’d come to realize, were never of the fortuitous kind.
Fleck’s little hand was sweaty in mine as we padded down the cold, dark hall. His room was in a tower not far from me, but nearer to the heart of the castle. My grandfather, the king, liked to keep him close.
Right before the door to Stefan’s room, we turned down a narrow corridor, wound up the spiral stone staircase, and reached his small, wooden door.
I turned to face Fleck, crouching beside him. His eyes were huge and frightened and his knobby legs were shaking so badly that I was surprised he could still stand. “Would you like to wait out here?” I asked.
He bit his lip and shook his head.
I held his gaze a moment before pressing my hand on the door. It opened with a loud creeeeeak, and the light from our candle diffused into the room.
Fleck’s room was always tidy, not because he kept it so, but because he didn’t own much to clutter it. He had a simple wooden desk and a simple wooden dresser, but his simple wooden bed was a disaster. The blankets were in a tangled heap on the floor, and the pillows were lying at odd angles on the opposite end of his bed. The window beside his bed hung open, his curtains fluttering in the gentle breeze. Directly across from his bed, on the opposite wall, was the door to his closet.
I looked back at Fleck, who gulped loudly. “Wait here,” I said.
He shook his head and squeezed my hand. He was trying so hard not to be afraid.
I squeezed his hand back. “Please? I need someone to stand guard and make sure no one’s coming.”
Fleck hesitated a moment and finally nodded. I smiled. “Thanks. Now, let’s see what dares disturb your slumber.” I dropped my voice low, and Fleck grinned. Some of the color was already coming back into his white cheeks.
The boards creaked beneath my feet as I crossed the room. I placed my hand on the doorknob—felt a rush of Fleck’s anxiety—and jerked the door open.
Nothing. 
Just a small, empty square with two little cloaks hanging side by side. I scoured the floorboards, pressed my hand along the walls, patted down the cloaks, and once I’d searched every inch of the closet, I turned around and dusted my hands. “Whatever it was, I think you scared it away. They probably forgot whose room this was.” I grinned.
Fleck seemed to expand a little and took a shaky step into the room. His eyes watched the closet as if at any moment it would spring to life, and, when he was thus satisfied, he looked up at me and grinned his toothy grin.
I closed the door to his closet, picked up the heap of blankets from the floor and arranged them on his bed. I sat, patting the spot beside me. Fleck bounded to my side and leapt on the bed.
“Think you’ll be able to sleep now?” I asked.
He glanced at the closet and looked back at me. “I think so.”
I arranged his pillows and sighed. “I know. I don’t like this place either. It’s too cold.”
Fleck’s eyes widened. “You mean you don’t have winter where you’re from?”
I smiled, ruffling his hair. “No, we had winter, but we had better ways to keep warm. Like a heater.”
Fleck’s brow puckered. “What’s a heater?”
Funny, I guess he wouldn’t know what that was. “Well, it’s—”
A gust of wind ripped through the window, stealing the flame from my candle, and the room went dark. There was a chill to the air, one that turned my bones cold and froze my breath.
I didn’t like the winter here. Like everything else in this world, it had a spirit and it was a foreboding one. “Fleck, the candle.” I tried to keep my voice even as I shut the window.
The candle flickered to life. Fleck’s eyes lifted to mine and I thought they’d tremble, too, if they could.
“There, that’s better.” I forced a smile as I grabbed his hand and squeezed it gently. “That wind is so loud, no wonder you can’t sleep.”
He didn’t look convinced, and his eyes mistrustfully moved back to his closet. I couldn’t leave him here tonight, not all by himself. But he couldn’t stay with me.
“I have an idea,” I said. “Let’s see what Stefan’s doing.”
Fleck swallowed. “Sleeping?”
I held my hand out to him. “Sleeping is overrated. Come on.”
With one last glance at his closet, he slipped off the bed and bolted into the hall. I took one last look around his room and started pulling the door closed, but something made me pause—a slight shift in the air.
I heard them, then.
Whispers. Soft and low, fading in and out like a dream. Beckoning and pleading and…unearthly.
My skin crawled as I shut the door and spun around. Fleck was watching me. “You heard them, too.”
I took a deep breath and gripped his hand. We were down the steps and at Stefan’s door in no time. I knocked firmly and quietly, so as not to wake anyone else.
No answer.
I glanced down into Fleck’s frightened eyes and I knocked again. “Stef!” I whispered. “It’s me, open up!”
There was fumbling on the other side, a few muffled words, and his door creaked open. Stefan’s golden hair stuck out all over the place and his robe had been haphazardly thrown over his body. He squinted at the candle and used his hand to block the light.
“D, do you have any idea what time it is?” he moaned.
“No, actually.” I pushed his door open and dragged Fleck into his room after me.
Stefan grumbled something behind me and closed the door. A few candles in his room suddenly sparked to life. His arms were folded over his chest as he tried to look mad but couldn’t stop yawning.
“I’ve got a favor to ask,” I said.
“Couldn’t it wait un—” his word was broken with a yawn “—until tomorrow?”
I stared hard at him. “No.”
He eyed me a moment and then noticed Fleck, who had positioned half of himself behind my legs. When Stefan looked back at me, his frustration had evaporated.
“There’s something in Fleck’s room,” I said.
“What do you mean something?”
“Just what I said, something. I don’t know. I couldn’t find anything, but I—we heard whispers.”
“Are you sure this can’t wait until morning?” Stefan yawned and scratched his head.
I folded my arms.
Stefan looked between Fleck and me and finally sighed. “I’ll be right back.”
“Thanks,” I said.
He grabbed his baldric off a small table and left.
Fleck and I waited on his couch, watching the fire Fleck had created. It didn’t matter how close I sat to fires here; I could never get warm. The air was too cold and there was too much extra space.
It wasn’t long before Stefan returned and tossed his baldric aside. “All’s clear.”
“You didn’t hear anything?” I asked.
He shook his head.
“Did you even listen?”
“Daria.” He rolled his eyes. “That room is as quiet as a morgue.”
Fleck trembled beside me, and I made a face at Stefan.
“Er, I mean,” Stefan stammered, “sorry, but honestly I didn’t see anything.”
I continued to give Stefan “The Look,” and he promptly joined us by the fire and took a seat. Fleck kept shaking beside me and tried to stop himself by holding his knees, but they kept banging into each other.
“Does Master Antoni know?” Stefan asked.
Master Antoni had been working with Fleck ever since we’d arrived at the castle and was the only guild member I trusted. I shook my head. “This is the first time it’s happened—right?” I turned to Fleck.
Fleck bit his lip as he nodded.
Stefan looked thoughtful. “I will say,” his voice turned gentle, “that room is awfully cold. Too cold.” He looked at Fleck. “I think you should stay here for now, until I convince Father to find something more appropriate. You’ll catch cold up there.”
The gleam returned to Fleck’s eyes, and he grinned.
“You’ll have to sleep on the couch, though; will that be all right?” Stefan asked.
Fleck nodded, beaming.
“Great, then we can all”—he looked pointedly at me—“go to bed.”
I wrapped my arms around Fleck and squeezed him goodnight. He whispered “Thanks, lady” into my ear and then plopped back on the couch and shut his eyes. I pulled a blanket from Stefan’s dresser, laid it gently over Fleck, and Stefan escorted me to the door.
“You really heard something up there?” he whispered.
I glanced past him at Fleck, who was already talking in his sleep, and I nodded. “Not at first, but when we were leaving. Just whispers, but I don’t know where they were coming from.”
Stefan looked vexed and it quickly disappeared into a yawn.
I squeezed his shoulder. “Thanks, Stef. I don’t want him going back there, not until I figure out what that was.”
“No pro—” he covered his yawn “—problem.”
“See you soon.” I grinned. “Night.”
“Night.”
He closed the door.
The shadows in the hall had softened. Morning would be here soon. I took one last glance down the dark hall that led to Fleck’s room, and as I walked away, I heard the faintest whispers before they faded into silence.
 
 



Chapter 2
The Dark Rider
 
 
A dagger sank into the tree, inches from my face.
I sucked in a cold, sharp breath.
The hilt vibrated from sheer impact as a bead of sweat slid down my temple. That had been close—too close. If I didn’t snap out of it soon, I’d be skewered.
I looked back.
He was poised, crouched and lethal, waiting for my next move. Wanting my next move.
And he was going to get it.
I flexed my fingers around my daggers, adjusting my grip, but right as I pulled back to strike, he vanished. I skidded to a halt and whipped my head around.
Where are you, you little punk?
I wiped my eyes, straining to focus, but my vision blurred into a colorful haze and the world around me began tilting on its axis…or was that me?
A shadow dropped from a branch above and something sharp jarred into my side.  I fell smack on my stomach, knocking all the air out of my lungs.
Stefan stood over me, gloating.
“No—” I heaved “—fair.” I held my stomach as I staggered to my feet, struggling to breathe. Stefan extended his hand to help, but I refused. “You used—” gasp “—magic.”
Stefan dropped his hand. “A real opponent won’t refrain from using magic just because you can’t.”
“I know, but—” Another heave.
“No ‘buts’ about it, D. You can’t do magic and everyone else can. Learn to work around it.”
Magic.
That little, innocent word had become the bane of my existence. It was a poison that lingered in the air, killing me slowly with every breath. There was no running from it—it was everywhere, in everything. The people depended on it, the nobles worshipped it, and without it, you were no one—nothing.
Without it, you were helpless.
It was what had separated me from every other person in this world, as if being the granddaughter of a slightly tyrannical king wasn’t separation enough. My grandfather, King Darius Regius, was about as well liked as cancer. And even if they’d excused that biological misfortune, Gaia had decided to finish the job by taking away any ability I’d had to do magic.
I didn’t understand it. I’d been able to do magic when I’d first entered this world— almost six months ago. Without it, I would’ve died, but ever since my dad and the Del Contes had brought me back to the castle, I hadn’t been able to do a thing. There was this giant void; I’d reach out with my mind and my senses would brush against the fringe, but I could get no further. Like there was an invisible wall around me, preventing me from connecting to it, to anything. I couldn’t even get a candle to light, which was slightly irritating in a world without matches and electricity.
“Again.” Stefan stood before me with his sword extended.
My breathing had calmed, but now all the trees were starting to divide. I blinked, and they merged again.
You need to get more sleep, genius.
Stefan’s gaze was steady, and I found myself noticing how similar his eyes were to my—our—dad’s. A blue that was somehow calm and fierce, comforting and severe, and without that balance, without the warmth and gentility, it would be like looking at two shards of ice. Like looking into the eyes of my grandfather, the king.
“You know you can’t keep him here forever.” Stefan lunged.
I deflected and said nothing.
“I’m serious,” he continued. “He doesn’t belong here, D. He’s too dangerous—”
“Dangerous?” I said through clenched teeth, ducking from his jab. “Don’t be an idiot. You’re just repeating what everyone else has said.” Clank. “Make up your own mind for once.”
“Everyone else is right,” he said.
I stopped fighting and glared at him. “You didn’t tell the king about last night, did you?”
He clenched his jaw. “No.”
I challenged his gaze; he was telling the truth.
The king had kept keen eyes on Fleck ever since I’d brought him here. Fleck was a Daloren, trademarked by the silver flecks in his eyes, and apparently being a Daloren gave you a sans pareil bond to the wisdom of Gaia, whatever that meant. Regardless, the king had been impatiently waiting for these supposed powers to show themselves in Fleck, and when I’d asked the king why, I’d never gotten a straight answer. Whatever the king’s reasons, it frightened Fleck to tears, which was reason enough for me.
“Maybe if you win the games—” I jumped away from his strike “—you can help Fleck.”
The games.
For the past few months, each of Gaia’s six territories had held local tournaments to pick the best fighter to represent them in this year’s games. The festival games were all anyone had been talking about, because the winner of the games this year would inherit an unusual prize: Lordship over the seventh territory, Pendel—the only territory without a ruler. With all seven lords in place, and the power distributed as it had been intended centuries ago, it meant one thing: King Darius might very well lose his throne.
So, as any power-hungry king would do, King Darius had placed all of his brittle hopes on Stefan, because if Stefan won, the chances of King Darius retaining his self-imposed status increased two-fold.
Little wonder Stefan felt pressured.
Understatement.
“I wouldn’t bet on that,” Stefan said.
Clank.
“You nervous?” I asked.
Stefan wiped his brow. “A little.”
“A little?” I smirked. I might have lost my magical ability, but I could still feel the emotions of those around me. It was an ability only I seemed to possess, having inherited it from my mother. My dad said it was a “gift,” but I found it to be more of a nuisance. Like now, when Stefan’s anxiety was so potent that it was making me shake.
Clank—dodge—clank.
“Hey, well, at least if you lose, you’re still the prince of Valdon,” I said, “and the prince of Valdon can do whatever he wants.”
“Yeah, but that’s not enough.” His tone dripped with acid, and I knew he was referring to the king.  “Are you nervous?”
“About?”
“Tonight.”
Right. The Aegis dinner. Just thinking about it twined my insides into giant knots.
Clank.
“He’s going to be there, you know,” Stefan continued.
I set my jaw. “And?”
Stefan smirked. I was about to wipe that smirk off his face with the butt of my dagger when a stiff breeze ripped through the forest. I glanced up; the trees moaned as they rocked back and forth, their needles rustling against the wind.
The wind always followed me here. At first, Dad had thought the wind elemental, Cian, had taken a liking to me. Both he and the king shared a tie to the elementals—my father with earth, the king with fire—so it wouldn’t have been out of the realm of possibilities that the trait might extend itself to me. However, like magic, after my initial entry into this world, the wind had stopped speaking to me. Instead, it followed at a safe distance, constantly taunting me with its invisible presence.
A rush of energy slammed into me, and I was suddenly thrown back and flung on the cold, hard ground. Thick roots snaked from the earth, wrapped around my ankles and wrists, and held me there.
I tried to rip free, but the binding only tightened. “Stef!” I growled. “Knock it off!”
He frowned over me. “A distracted opponent is not an opponent. Remember that.”
“Thanks for the lesson”—I jerked the vines—“but you can let go now.”
With a wave of his hands, the vines slipped from my wrists and ankles and disappeared beneath the roots of a large tree. Stefan extended his hand to help me up, and this time, I took it.
There was something bothering him, something beyond the tournaments, the games. It was in the lines of his face, the dull spark in his eyes, and the way he kept frowning at me.
“You’re disappointed in me,” I said as he pulled me to my feet.
He sighed and turned away, the breeze lifting a few strands of his golden hair. “I’m not disappointed. I just worry, that’s all. To not be able to do magic, and in this world—” he looked back at me with sad eyes “—it just makes you seem so…fragile.”
I didn’t like that adjective, particularly when it was applied to me.
He was on the ground with my sword at his throat within seconds. He grinned. “Okay, so maybe fragile was the wrong word.”
“Ya think?” I released my hold and he leapt to his feet.
But instead of readying for another round, he walked over to the horses and snagged his cloak from Parsec.
“You’re not going already?” I asked.
He didn’t meet my gaze as he wrapped his cloak around him. “Master Durus needs me to come earlier today.”
Master Durus had suspected our secret training sessions, and he’d usually show his approval by giving Stefan a menial task, like ironing his socks.
“Oh, so you’re on his side now?”
“I’m not on anyone’s side, D; I just have a million things to do before the games this week.”
My anger flared. “You’ve been training every day for months, and these two hours a week are all I get.”
“And you’re lucky for that.” He bent over to tighten his boots.
I threw my dagger and it sank into the ground just inches from the boot Stefan was tying. He went rigid and looked back at me. His gaze was hard as he held mine and finally melted with a sigh. “Look.” He stood. “I know it’s difficult for you. I’m sorry, but I’ve got challenges of my own—”
“Like finding a backbone?”
His lips formed a line. “I am not Grandfather.”
I folded my arms. “Yet.”
He held my gaze a moment longer before leaping onto Parsec. “I’ve got to go. See you at dinner.”
He and Parsec left through the trees.
I threw my other dagger, hard. It split the air and sank into the bark with a thud. Calyx shifted beside it and whinnied. For a moment, I stood there staring absently at the hilt, still quivering from shock. In the six months I’d lived here, I’d grown to love Stefan. Sure, I wanted to strangle him at least once a day, and his being a goody-two-shoes made me seem like the devil reincarnate, but he had a good heart. He just…didn’t get it.
No one did, except Fleck.
A sharp ca-caw sounded overhead, and I glanced up. There was a giant black bird sitting on a branch with its head cocked to the side, watching me. It blinked and ruffled its feathers with another loud “ca-caw!”
It felt familiar, somehow, and something about it tugged at the shadows of a memory…
Movement in my periphery made me turn.
In the shadows, leaning against a tree, was a person. Judging by the physique, it was a man, but beyond that I could tell nothing. From head to toe he was dressed in black, as if he were made of shadow, and when I tried to get a sense of him, all I could feel was cold. As though winter had taken up residence inside of him.
He watched me as I watched him, and with the slightest movement, he slipped deeper into the forest, out of sight.
Calyx’s anxiety rushed through me.
“I’ll be right back,” I whispered, and I grabbed my daggers and ran after him.
My boots crunched over the frozen earth as I searched the shadows. The forest held its breath, the breeze quiet, and there was no sign of the man in black.
I reached the edge of the stream. It was full today, swollen from a few weeks of rain. Most of the boulders were drowning beneath the rushing water, but a few managed to poke their heads above the frothy madness.
A twig above me snapped and the black bird darted to a branch on the other side of the river, right above the man in black, who ducked back into the forest.
Stop running after him! You have no idea who he is. He could be dangerous!
I shoved my daggers in my belt and jumped onto the closest rock.
One foot slipped as I landed, and I waved my arms to balance myself. Once I regained control, I jumped to the next rock and the next, all the way until I was safely on the other side.
Now where?
“Going somewhere, princess?” said a gruff voice behind me.
I stopped in my tracks and spun around. A young man with flaming red hair stepped out from behind a tree. His eyes were filled with a sort of deriding satisfaction, and he was thick, really thick. The kind of thick where his head was shaped like a bowling ball, his arms bowed out from his sides, and his neck was squished in between.
Denn Faris.
I recognized him from the Academia, which wasn’t far from the castle. He was an Aegis in training, and he had a distinct reputation for being a bully.
“You deaf, princess?”
I didn’t have time for this. “What do you want?”
He stepped forward, thumbing the hilt of the dagger strapped to his round waist. “It’s a little dangerous for a princess to be wandering about these parts all by herself—especially when there are rumors of a dark rider in the area.”
Dark rider. Was that what he was called?
“If I were you, I’d be scared.” Denn took another step. “No magic, no possible way to defend yourself against him. So vulnerable and,” his voice dropped, “so alone.”
I did not like where this was going, not one bit. “Save it, Denn,” I growled.
His fat cheeks pinched as he smirked. “Shouldn’t you be at the castle?”
I eyed him up and down. “Shouldn’t you be eating?”
His ears turned a shade of red that matched his hair.
Two more young men emerged from behind the trees—other students from the Academia. I recognized the lanky blond one, Felix Thorne, from the tournaments. I started to back away and bumped into someone.
“Not so fast, princess,” jeered the short, dark-headed boy. Two more young men appeared, flanking him.
I was surrounded.
Denn stopped before me and leaned so close I could smell the garlic and onions on his breath. “Does the king know about your little mornings with Stefan?”
I clenched my jaw. “My personal life is none of your business.”
That ugly smirk spread on his round face and his eyes held something cruel in them. “Oh, see, now that’s the beauty of being royalty. Your personal life is our business, and, well, we”—he gestured at the group—“think you’ve been lying to us.” 
I didn’t like the looks on their faces or the licentiousness that darkened their eyes. I wasn’t sure what they had planned, but I knew one thing: I was completely outnumbered and no amount of screaming and yelling in this part of the forest would attract any notice.
“You know what I think?” Denn leaned a little closer. I didn’t like his sneer. “I think you’re hiding your magic until the right moment…so that you can rule instead of the king.”
I looked for a sign that he was joking, but he wasn’t. He was perfectly serious. “That’s ridiculous,” I said. “The entire guild has tried.”
He smiled and his teeth were crooked and yellow. “I think that you haven’t been threatened—” he slid the cool metal of his dagger along my jaw “—properly.”
I felt his hunger, and my stomach twisted. I struck before he could say another word.
I punched and kicked, my feet and hands landing hard and true. Denn was back on his feet within seconds, wiping a drop of blood from his bottom lip.
Felix took a step toward me.
“Stay back!” Denn growled. “I don’t need your help against her.” He looked at me with that ugly sneer and repositioned himself to attack.
His size made him slow, but he was strong, much stronger than I was. Each time our blades met, the impact burned down my arm, into my shoulder, and each jolt stole more and more of my energy. I was running on adrenaline now, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hang on.
I hated that I was so weak, that I was so helpless. That I didn’t stand a chance.
I told you that you shouldn’t have chased that man.
Denn’s fist landed on my right cheekbone, and the force sent me spinning and tumbling to the ground. I landed hard, but my world did not stop spinning.
Denn crouched on the ground beside me, pinning my wrists. “Use your magic, princess,” he mocked. “I know it’s there.”
With a last effort, I jerked my knee up, right into his crotch. He doubled over in pain, snarling a string of very colorful language.
I stumbled to my feet and hunched over, trying to gather myself. My world spun in a dizzying blur, and my temples throbbed like someone was trying to wrench my head apart.
Denn’s fury flared as a light appeared in my periphery, and my heart sank.
He was going to restrain me with the one weapon I was defenseless against.
Magic.
There was a flash, a shock of surprise, and a dull thud.
But I was still standing.
I glanced back. Denn had fallen to the ground, and a smoky grey dog was bounding toward me.
Egan.
He was soon sitting at my feet, snarling at the others, while showing off his glossy white canines.
Thad suddenly appeared, dusting his hands with a satisfied grin on his face. “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” He glanced around the group until his eyes finally lingered on Denn, who was rolling around on the ground, moaning and groaning. “Oi, Rusty, you brought all of them—” Thad gestured at the group “—to fight her?” He pointed at me. “A little, non-magical girl?” Thad made a tsk-tsk-tsk sound. “And you call yourself Aegises. I am starting to grow very concerned for the future safety of Gaia.”
“Why you—” Denn choked on air while holding his stomach “—the king’s…”
Thad planted a foot on Denn’s face, pushing it into the ground, and continued speaking in the nicest, most unthreatening tone. “If the king hears a word about where the princess spends her mornings, I’ll make sure it’s impossible for you to procreate. Got it, Rusty?” With one last shove, Thad released his foot from Denn’s face, and Denn choked again and spit up dirt.
The boy with dark hair stepped forward, scowling. “What did you do to him?”
Thad beamed with mischief in his eyes. “Don’t worry, Laird; he’ll be walking just in time for dinner. Spirits help us if he ever misses that, and I know how much you care about him.” Thad winked, and Laird’s cheeks flushed pink. Laird reached for his sword, but Thad waved a hand and Laird’s sword flew through the air and landed in the stream.
Laird growled and lunged forward but was thrown back by an invisible force.
“Anyone else?” Thad looked around the group while Egan dared them with vicious snarling. When no one stepped forward, Thad looked genuinely disappointed. “I’ll be borrowing the princess, then.” He motioned for me to follow.
I took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure which I hated more, what had just happened or how helpless I’d been.
How could I protect Fleck when I couldn’t even protect myself?
We were far away from the group and sound of rushing water when Thad nudged me in the ribs.
“Lighten up, would ya?”
I spun around to face him. His brown hair was a disheveled mess, matching the mischievous spark in his eyes and, like always, he had a smirk on his face.
“It isn’t funny, Thaddeus.”
He rolled his eyes. “I suppose you’re right. Getting kneed in the crotch that hard is never funny. For a second there, I felt bad for Rusty.”
I eyed him and his grin spread wider. “I’m serious,” I said.
“So am I.”
Growling, I marched forward and Egan kept to my heels.
Thad grabbed my arm and yanked me back. “Come on! You’re gonna let that oversized toddler ruin your day?”
“That oversized toddler almost…” My voice trailed as I closed my eyes and sighed. I was too embarrassed to think about it.
“But he didn’t,” Thad said.
I opened my eyes. A piece of grass was hanging from Thad’s mouth and he was chewing on it, eyeing me.
“It’s not just him,” I said. “It’s everything. Everyone. I feel so helpless, and if you hadn’t shown up…” I looked away, and Egan dropped something on my foot.
A stick.
Thad let go of my arm. “Still no luck?”
I shook my head and Egan pawed at my boot. I picked up the stick, threw it into the woods, and Egan vaulted after it.
“That’s it, then.” Thad rubbed his chin.
Oh, no.
I’d learned to worry when Thad got ideas. I arched a brow. “What’s it?”
“I’ll be your personal bodyguard…well, until you figure out how to do magic.”
I rolled my eyes. “I don’t need to lose my sanity, too.”
“Oh, come on. Surely there are worse alternatives.”
When I looked doubtful, Thad laughed. “Anyway, I was coming to find you because Prince Alaric”—his voice took on a serious tone as he saluted no one—“was looking for you.”
Prince Alaric, a.k.a Dad. I hadn’t seen him much lately, because he’d been traveling all over Gaia with Cicero and Sonya Del Conte, making sure the world was safe for me. And, of course, it wasn’t. “He’s back?”
“Just. Went looking for you and I told him I knew right where you were.”
Thad was one of the few who knew the truth about my secret fighting lessons with Stefan. “Which was…?” I asked.
“Picking out fabric for your festival gowns,” Thad preened.
For weeks, the king had been insisting I look “charming” for the festival—which, to him, equated to wearing dresses.
But I was pretty sure “charming” was an attitude, and one I didn’t possess.
“Where is he?” I asked.
The treetops overhead creaked and moaned as the wind blew, and now that my adrenaline was wearing off, my nose and ears started burning from the cold.
“In the library,” Thad continued. “He says he’s got some very important things to discuss with you…and I don’t think you’re gonna like it.”
 
 



Chapter 3
My Dad, the Prince
 
 
I walked Calyx back to the castle stables with Thad and Egan as my escort. Thad refused to elaborate on what it was Dad had to tell me, but it didn’t keep him from smiling and shaking his head the entire trip back.
Once Calyx was situated, we walked past the guards, through the main doors and into the atrium.
“Really, Thad, do I need to be worried?” I whispered as we walked to the foot of the grand staircase.
Thad shrugged. “Naw. It’s really nothing you haven’t heard before.”
I looked at him to explain, but he only smirked and twirled the piece of grass in his mouth.
“Some help you are,” I mumbled.
“I aim to please.”
I rolled my eyes.
“But, if I were you, I’d come up with some explanation for…” He tapped his cheekbone.
Oh, yeah. I’d almost forgotten that Denn had punched me. I gently pressed on my cheek and winced in pain. I didn’t need a mirror to know it had left a mark. “Does it look bad?” I asked.
Thad looked thoughtful. “Define bad.”
I glanced around for a mirror, but all I could find were tall windows and oversized frowning portraits.
“Here.” Thad waved his hand over my face and I felt a pulse of energy. “That should help. It’s not gone completely, but it’s faded.”
I raised a brow. “You sure you didn’t make it worse?”
He rolled his eyes this time. “Oh, come on. Why would I waste my brilliant pranks on you? You get yourself into enough trouble without me.”
I glared at him.
He pretended not to notice. “See you around, eh, Rook?”
“Is that a threat?”
He smiled then, showing his teeth. “Absolutely.” He started walking away and motioned for Egan to follow. Egan stopped running around my legs and slinked over to Thad, dragging his tail like a broom across the cold, granite floor.
“Thad,” I said.
He glanced over his shoulder.
“Thanks.”
He nodded and kept walking. “Egan, come!”
My boots scraped up the staircase and down the long corridor that led to the library. My legs shook as I walked. This morning’s events replayed through my mind like a terrible nightmare.
I reached the tall oak doors and paused. There were voices just beyond the door. Dad’s deep voice, answered by one that boomed and sounded very much like…
I turned the handle and pushed the door in.
Cicero Del Conte and his wife, Sonya, stood beside him.
I hadn’t seen the Del Contes since that day, the day he had left, and I certainly didn’t expect the mere sight of them to affect me the way that it did. It was like he was standing there, smiling at me. Cicero’s eyes were his eyes, Sonya’s smile was his smile, and for a moment, I forgot to breathe.
But then I remembered that he was just a memory, a memory they’d brought with them, a shadow they could not shake. I would never be able to look at them without seeing him; I would never be able to look at them without hurting inside.
Dad got up from his seat, rushed over to me and pulled me into his thick arms. Winter and cold were on his skin and clothes, and his breath smelled like cinnamon. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered in my ear and pulled back, holding on to my shoulders. “Thad found you?”
“Yeah,” I said. “He said you wanted to see me?”
Cicero and Sonya appeared beside us, impatiently waiting their turn.
Dad sighed and stepped aside, and no sooner had he let go than Sonya wrapped her slender arms around me and stroked my hair. “My darling, I’ve missed you.” She pulled back, studying my face with those dark eyes that saw and understood everything.
I opened my mouth to tell her that I missed her, too, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want her to see me like this, weak and miserable and pathetic. I didn’t want her to see me like this and tell him. Instead, I said, “How have you been?”
Her smile told me she’d already heard my silent battle. “I’m better now.” Her voice was kind and gentle, always the mother I’d never had. The mother that belonged to him. “But I worry about you.” She squeezed my shoulders.
“Don’t.” I shrugged off her concern and forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just trying to adjust to this primitive lifestyle without totally going insane.”
She smiled back but she knew, and then her eyes paused on my cheek and a mix of concern and curiosity passed through her eyes.
Please don’t say anything…please don’t say anything…
“Almost six months and Gaia still hasn’t made a princess out of you.” Cicero beamed, gesturing to my attire.
I arched a brow. “Well, we’ve already got Stefan. I don’t see the point in having two.”
Cicero’s laugh boomed as he wrapped his arms around me, squeezing all the air out of my lungs.
“How’d the fabric shopping go?” It was Dad, and his gaze had settled on my cheek.
Shoot. “Fine,” I said a little too quickly.
Dad’s face reddened as he opened his mouth to speak, but Sonya cut him off. “We saw Fleck a little bit ago. He seems happy.”
I looked back into her eyes with a silent “thank you.” She smiled.
“Where was he?” I asked.
“His room,” Cicero said. “Awfully cold up there, especially for someone without any meat on their bones. I’m surprised he hasn’t frozen yet.”
“Stefan said he’d check into moving Fleck,” I said, “at least for the winter. By the way”—I turned to Dad—“anything new?”
“Actually,” Dad started, his eyes tight, “that’s what I need to talk to you about.”
“Fleck?” I asked.
He shook his head, raked a hand through his hair, and paced about the room. Cicero and Sonya stood quietly.
Dad turned enough for me to see his face. There were only two times in my life when I could recall that expression. The first had been as a child, when I’d fallen off Cadence so hard that I couldn’t move and he thought I’d been paralyzed. The second, when he’d found me in the tunnels after being held prisoner. It wasn’t a good face, and I was glad I hadn’t seen it much, and I wished I wasn’t looking at it right then.
“What happened?” I asked, scared now.
He paused at the window, staring outside at nothing. “Have you heard of the dark rider?”
That.
I stood perfectly still, feeling Sonya’s gaze upon me, and waited for Dad to continue.
“Perhaps you haven’t,” he continued, still pacing the room. “Around the time you were born, there was fighting in this world—terrible, gruesome fighting. A large contingent of men banded together and formed something called the shadowguard. The shadowguard spread throughout this world, attempting to break down the barriers between Gaia and Earth by destroying the portals.” Here he paused and flexed his fingers. “They were almost impossible to defeat. The powers they drew on were dark and seemingly infinite, and they were ruthless warriors. Entire towns were burnt to the ground, people were murdered—tortured in ways that still give me nightmares…” Dad stopped, staring at nothing, and then his eyes lifted to mine.
“But,” he continued, “when their leader disappeared into the Icelands, the shadowguard fell apart and the fighting stopped.”
“So…what does this have to do with the dark rider?” I asked.
Dad’s eyes didn’t leave mine. “He was their leader.”
“But he’s dead.”
Dad shook his head. “Everyone thought he’d died. No one enters the Icelands and comes out alive—but he’s back.”
The man in the forest, the one all in black. The one with winter inside of him. I had seen him and he had seen me. I had been so close to him, and he was…
“Why?” I asked.
Dad’s eyes flickered to the Del Contes, and then he started pacing again. “We’ve been trying to figure that out. Why now? Why hide out all these years? Why run from a war he’d been winning? But then we realized something.” He paused, staring at the window. “The reason this festival is so different than any other festival in the history of Gaia is because the true heir will be determined, and, according to prophecy, only the true heir can access the vast power imbued in this world. We think that when he led thousands against us, he realized something. That he could never break the portals down without Gaia’s power, and in order to gain Gaia’s power, he needed the unity stone.”
“The…what?”
“The unity stone.” Cicero stepped forward. “It was the very center piece of Galahad’s shield. Do you remember the story I’d told you? About how the shield was broken into pieces?”
Vaguely. “Yes…?”
“Well, the unity stone had been the center of that shield. It’d held all the pieces together; it had been the unifying element,” Cicero continued. “Inside of the stone lived part of Gaia’s spirit. The guild has kept it safe and hidden all these centuries, but this year” —Cicero held up a thick finger— “it will be the prize of the games. This year, only the champion of the games may bring it back to life.”
I didn’t know which frightened me more: their story or the fact that I believed this sort of nonsense without a doubt.
“You think the dark rider has come back for the unity stone,” I said.
Cicero exchanged a glance with my dad, and Dad’s eyes hardened. “Yes, and we think he’s after you, too.”
Well, that was ridiculous. If he had been after me, he’d had the perfect opportunity.
But then again, he had led me straight to Denn and his crew. Maybe that had been his plan all along. Maybe he had wanted me weak and helpless so that I couldn’t fight him.
My stomach turned. “Why me?”
Dad clenched his fists at his side. “The same reason Tiernan wanted you, the same reason I tried to keep you hidden on Earth all those years. They believe there is something about you, something they need to utilize that power.”
I folded my arms. “Right. Like they need help from the one person in this entire world that can’t do magic.”
Dad arched a brow. “That doesn’t matter, Daria. As long as the dark rider lives, your life is in danger.”
Danger, danger, I was always in danger. Hard to believe when I couldn’t even leave the castle grounds.
I shrugged. “Why not just cancel the games, then, and put the stone back in hiding?”
Dad shook his head, lips tight with anger. “The people already think your grandfather is positioning himself to keep the crown” —Um, wasn’t he?— “so if I make the suggestion, they’re going to think we’ve planted the rumor. They’re impatient for the games—impatient for a rightful heir—and when people are so fixed on an idea, so intent and obsessed with it, it’s almost impossible to persuade them otherwise. They won’t see it even if the dark rider runs in front of them, not because they can’t see him, but because they don’t want to.”
Dad stopped before me, his expression grim. “I need you to promise me something.”
I waited, afraid of what he might ask, afraid of what other fence he was about to build around my tiny life.
“I need you to promise me that you won’t leave the castle walls.”
Afraid of that. “Leave the castle? But I already—”
“Daria.” His gaze was hard and his eyes flickered to my cheekbone. My bruised cheekbone.
Fuming, I folded my arms over my chest and turned away as someone knocked on the door.
“I’ll get it,” Sonya whispered and rushed off; Cicero followed after her. They opened the door and started speaking to someone on the other side.
Dad stepped toward me, searching my eyes. “Princess.” He hesitated. “You know I only say this because I love you.”
I bit my lip, avoiding his gaze. “I know.”
I knew he loved me. I knew he wanted to protect me. It was how it had always been, but it didn’t fix anything. It didn’t fix the fact that I was different. It didn’t fix the fact that I was alone and powerless and…fragile.
Dad looked at me as if he were trying to infuse me with his strength. “It’s not forever, Daria. Once the dark rider is caught and we know who is behind this…”
I clenched my jaw, staring at the space before me as my own anger bubbled inside of me.
It could take months—years. It could take my entire life.
Dad squeezed my shoulders. “I’m sorry. I hate doing this to you, but it’s…”
“Dangerous,” I said. “Yeah, you said that already.”
His regret swelled as he held my shoulders in silence. At last, he sighed and said, “How are you feeling…about the dinner tonight?”
Well, this change of subject was equally upsetting.
What he really wanted to know was if I were ready to see him.
I swallowed and my chest felt like it was caving in on itself.
Alex had been true to his word. Ever since he’d left that note beside my bed, I hadn’t seen or heard of him. The few people I did talk to, namely my family, Thad, and Fleck, never said his name—never so much as mentioned him in my presence.
Like he had never existed. Like we hadn’t known each other all our lives.
I wanted to hate him for it. I wanted to hate him for leaving me like this when he had promised he wouldn’t, but my hate couldn’t burn like I wanted it to. It couldn’t burn because my love for him kept quenching it.
I couldn’t help it, either, as much as I tried. I wanted to forget him, but it was like forgetting my own name, because so much of who I had become was tied up in him.
Dad placed a warm hand over mine, holding tight. “I know you miss him,” he whispered, and his tenderness wrapped around me like a warm blanket. “I know what the two of you shared was…important to you.”
Important to me? What about him?
Dad’s blue eyes turned bluer. “I just don’t want you to be…upset about what you might see tonight.”
I froze. “Like what?”
He sighed. “Alex and Vera have been—”
“Prince Alaric,” Cicero interrupted, “Sir Armand de Basco is here to see you.”
Cicero’s humor was gone; his face had turned serious, his voice reverent, and I didn’t like the anxiety building inside of him.
Dad saw it, too. He dropped my shoulders and stepped back. “What is it?”
The man called Sir Armand de Basco stepped forward. I’d seen him before, but only a couple of times. He was the head guard at the castle, which really meant he was everywhere but the castle. Every time he’d returned, I’d always noticed him because he reminded me of a musketeer. Baggy pants shoved into tall boots, Valdon’s dragon crest embroidered on the front and back of his black shirt, the slender sword at his waist, the dark mustache and the black Cavalier hat—the only thing missing was a feather.
Armand’s dark eyes settled on my dad. “One of my guards spotted movement along the East Ridge. We sent two scouts, but they”—his eyes flickered to me before looking back at Dad—“haven’t returned.”
Dad exchanged a glance with Cicero, and then Cicero nodded.
Dad turned to me, grabbing my hands. “Princess…”
“You’ve gotta go,” I said flatly.
His lips tightened. “I won’t be far this time. Just the Aegis Quarters with the Del Contes and Sir Armand.”
I turned and stared at the window.
“I’ll find you before dinner this evening.” Dad squeezed my shoulder. “I promise.”
I didn’t move. I couldn’t.
He squeezed my shoulder again, nodded at Cicero, and walked to the door. Right before he left, he paused. His unease was palpable, his worry like a dark cloud, and then they left, closing the door behind them.
Silence.
The world outside was grey and the leaves had fallen, leaving nothing but twisting black spines behind. I pressed my forehead to the cold glass and watched my breath fog the window, obscuring the ground below.
How did I get here?
Just six months ago, I was comfortable and warm—happy, even—in Fresno.
You hated Fresno.
Okay, so maybe there were other places I would have rather lived, but here? Locked in a medieval castle, with guards and lords and a king, in a world with magic and dragons?
Two horses pulled a carriage behind it, trot-trot-trotting over the cobblestone street far below. Fleck was scared of horses. Ever since our flight on the vox, he refused to get near one. He said he didn’t like their big teeth.
I smiled to myself and stepped away from the window, wiping the condensation from my forehead.
Fleck.
His lessons with Master Antoni were probably done, now, and he’d be waiting for me to come and get him and take him to the library like we did every afternoon. He loved to read, which worked out well for me, and considering the library was filled with books neither of us had ever heard of or seen, our afternoons were quite riveting.
It was the only entertainment either of us got. Reading the adventures of others stronger than we were, more powerful than we were. Braver than we were.
Our bodies might have been trapped inside the castle, but our minds were free to travel through time and space, roaming wherever they dared.
I walked out into the hall and right into a flock of fluffy girls.
They couldn’t have been much older than I was, outfitted in colorful tents, and even though it was the style of the nobles in this world, it still made me grin whenever I saw it.
The girls didn’t notice me, though, because they were too busy staring out the window, transfixed on something beyond.
Curious, I peered out the window beside them.
A small crowd gathered in the courtyard below, cheering and smiling, surrounding two young men who were fighting with swords. It wasn’t a real fight, just practice. One was blond and aristocratic looking, and he smiled a handsome smile, and his opponent was a short, dark haired boy with an angry face.
The blond boy took the angry one off guard, spun and knocked the angry boy’s sword from his hands. The crowd cheered, and the girls beside me giggled.
Oh, please.
“Well, well, well, if it isn’t Gaia’s magic-less princess,” sneered one of the girls.
I glanced over my shoulder at them.
They had turned from the window and were watching me now. The one in front had curly red hair piled on top of her head, dark eyes full of derision, and a broad cherry-lipped smile I didn’t trust.
The other two, flanking her, were blonde and much taller, but kept behind her.
“I’m sorry.” I narrowed my eyes. “Do I know you?”
The redhead lingered a moment, sucking on her lip—I really didn’t like the way she was looking at me—and then she stepped forward. “No, I don’t believe we’ve met, though I forget, you see, because I’ve heard so much about you.” She eyed me up and down with her lips curled. “These are my companions, Emera and Rae, and I am Isla Justine of Campagna.”
She said her name like I should’ve known who she was, but I didn’t, and then she extended her pale, slender hand for me to take, which I didn’t.
Her companions exchanged a glance behind her, but Isla wasn’t angry. In fact, she took the challenge, dropped her hand and her lips twisted with delight. “Tell me, princess, is it true…that the one and only princess of Gaia can’t do magic?”
I held her gaze without flinching. “You tell me, since you seem to know so much.”
Her dark eyes sparked. “Oh, but I do,” she said in a threatening whisper, leaning close to my ear. “I know, perhaps, more than I should, and the more I hear about you, the more I am grieved. To not have magic…why, princess, magic is all that matters in this world; it is the reason we live and breathe. Without magic, you have no purpose. You are worthless.”
I clenched my jaw and flexed my fingers.
She wasn’t done, though, and she leaned closer, her breath tickling my ear. “You didn’t honestly believe that you, an ugly, pathetic, magic-less girl, had a chance with a man like Alexander Del Conte.”
A fire smoldered deep in my gut, and my hands balled into fists.
“Yes—” she snaked behind me “—I know all about that little affair. How you loved him. How you fabricated the story of the Pykans, all to solicit his help and keep him beside you.” She paused and clicked her tongue to the roof of her mouth, shaking her head, while the fire inside of me grew hotter and hotter.
“It’s a shame, really,” she continued, “for I do miss seeing his beautiful face around here, even though he was always with Vera. You may not know her, but I assure you, those two could not keep their hands off each other, but now he’s moved all the way to Alioth to be as far from you as possible.”
I wasn’t sure what came over me, but the next thing I knew, Isla was shoved against a wall by my hand, with a knife at her neck, my knife.
Her satisfaction was so thick I could taste it, and her pencil-thin brow peaked. “Seems I struck a nerve.” 
“I’ll strike something else if you don’t shut up.”
“Lady?” said a trembling voice behind me.
Oh, no.
Slowly, I lowered my knife from Isla’s neck and turned around.
Fleck stood there, quivering. His face had drained of color and he looked at me like I’d just killed someone and was on my way to kill him next.
I shoved my dagger in my belt, forgetting the girls, their snickers and my anger, and ran straight to him.
“Lady…you…attacked her.” His voice shook. “And…and…she wasn’t even armed…”
The girls had gone.
“I know. I’m sorry.” I grabbed his hands. “But I wasn’t going to hurt her. She just…”
His eyes brimmed with tears.
I brushed the hair back from his forehead. “Did I scare you?”
He nodded with big wet eyes.
I sighed and pulled him close. I didn’t know the half of his past, all that he’d been through, but I knew finding him trapped in those caves had only been a part of it. Whatever hardships he’d endured, whatever horrors he’d seen, had scarred him and scarred him deeply.
“I’m so sorry, Fleck. I was angry, very angry, but you’re right. It was no excuse, and I shouldn’t have done that.”
He sniffled in my ear and wrapped his little arms around me.
“Will you forgive me?” I whispered.
He nodded into my shoulder and sniffled again. Very slowly, I pulled back and held his gaze. He was so fragile, so delicate. I wondered if this was what Stefan had meant when we were fighting. I just didn’t have those defenses everyone else had—the defenses that made you equals.
“I was on my way to find you,” I continued, trying to cheer him up. “Ready to head to the library and see what adventure we can have today?”
He swallowed and looked at the ground.
“What is it?” I whispered.
He wrung his hands and looked back at me; the flecks in his eyes sparkled like glitter. “I…”
“It’s okay.” I gently squeezed his hand. “You can tell me.”
“There’s…something in my room.”
I searched his pale face. “What do you mean?”
“Well, Master Antoni left, and I started reading the books he gave me while I waited for you to come and get me and…and I heard a noise and…and…I looked up and there was this dark shadow in the corner and…and it started—” I squeezed his hand and he swallowed “—it started coming towards me and I ran, lady. I ran so fast because I didn’t want it to catch me, and I couldn’t find you, and I thought it was following me, and…” A tear slid down his cheek.
I grabbed both his hands tightly. “Fleck, listen to me. I won’t let anything—anything—happen to you, do you hear me?”
He nodded as more tears welled in his eyes.
“Here.” I fumbled in my pocket for the little rook—the one Thad had given me what seemed like forever ago—and held it before him. It was still cracked and part of the top had chipped off, but it was intact. “I want you to have this.”
Slowly, he reached out his hand and stared at it with wide eyes. “What is it?”
“It’s a rook from a game of chess. Thad gave it to me, but I want you to keep it.” I placed my hand over his. “Any time you’re scared, any time you think someone wants to hurt you, hold on to this and remember me. I swear on my life that I will never let anything”—I squeezed his hand—“happen to you, do you understand?”
Fleck’s nod was quick, and he continued nodding while he wiped his nose on his sleeve. I pulled my hand away while he studied the little rook before putting it away carefully in his pocket.
“Now, will you take me to your room?”
“But, lady,” Fleck hesitated, “what if it’s still there?”
“Then we’ll make it leave,” I said, matter-of-fact.
He seemed to like that answer. His eyes reduced themselves to a more normal size, and he stood a little taller, his hand resting on his pocket holding the rook. “I’m coming with you.”
 
 



Chapter 4
Fleck
 
 
“Are you sure?” I asked. “It’ll only be a moment.”
Fleck nodded.
“All right.” I stood and grabbed his hand in mine. “But I want you to wait at the door, okay?”
He swallowed. “Okay.”
We wound through the halls, climbing stairs, passing people here and there. Most of the ones we passed, I didn’t recognize—which was to be expected. The festival was only a few days away, and people had been traveling from all over Gaia to come here. Many had already arrived, including Isla.
The halls were dark, their windows grey and dull from the clouds outside, and it was cold. It was always cold, here.
We crept up the winding staircase that led to his room and stopped at his door. His little hand shook inside mine.
“Fleck.” I crouched beside him. “It’ll be fine. If there’s anything in there, I’ll make it leave, okay?”
He bit his lip and nodded. I squeezed his hand and pushed his door open with a loud creeeeeak.
His room was dark and cold, and snow was just beginning to fall against the window. A pile of books was sprawled on the floor, lying every which way, but other than that his room was empty.
I glanced back at Fleck, who looked like he’d seen a ghost, and his bottom lip had fallen prey to his teeth once again.
“Where did you see it?”
He raised a shaky hand and pointed toward the closet. I took a deep breath, pulled my dagger, and stepped into the room.
The window groaned against the wind as snow piled upon the windowsill.
Stefan had better find something for Fleck soon. He’ll get sick up here.
I reached the closet door and held my dagger tight as I tugged on the knob.
Nothing.
It was as before, just an empty box with two little cloaks…
Goose bumps tingled on my neck.
There were whispers, like the night before. Soft and secretive, blending in with the wind, and it sounded like they were coming from behind the wall.
I pressed against the boards, checking for a sign that one might have been loose. The window rattled against the wind outside, like a spirit trying to break inside, and the room grew a shade darker.
This isn’t working.
“Hey—” I looked back at Fleck, trying to keep my voice strong “—is there a light?”
He ran to his nightstand, grabbed the lantern, lit the flame, and ran it to me, trembling.
“Thanks,” I said, and turned back to his closet.
There wasn’t a door or secret passage or anything…
I glanced up.
Dust and cobwebs filled the corners, but there was a hole, no larger than my thumb, in the joint where the wall ran into the ceiling. “Get me your stool,” I said over my shoulder.
Fleck scurried away and came back, half-carrying, half-dragging the stool. “Is there something up there?” He was so scared.
“I’m not sure.” I took it from him. Climbing to the top, I pressed around on the ceiling. A draft of cool air touched my fingertips, near the hole, and the wind outside suddenly stopped.
Everything was quiet.
It’s just the wind, it’s just the wind…
I pushed against the boards. They creaked, resolute in their place. I set the lantern between my feet, grabbed my dagger, and shoved the end of the blade into the hole, trying to pry the board loose. The stool wobbled as I tugged and pulled until finally, with a sharp jerk, I snapped the board free. I ducked as it fell to the ground with a shower of dust and debris.
The clattering settled and I looked down at Fleck, who’d wrapped his arms around his head. He slowly glanced over his arms, and we both gazed up at the ceiling, now missing a board. 
I grabbed the lantern and held it to the hole. There wasn’t a wall on the other side.
“Lady?”
“Here.” I handed him the lantern. “And would you hold the stool steady?”
His face was whiter than a sheet as he set the lantern down and clutched the feet of the stool, using his body to hold it down. “Got it.”
Board by board, I removed the ceiling with my dagger, and with each board came more dust and debris. Once I’d removed enough to squeeze through, I turned back to Fleck. “Lantern.”
He lifted it to me and I held it to the opening. Far above, I could see at least four wooden beams supporting what had to be the turret’s roof. An attic.
I reached my hand through the hole and felt around, and once I was confident the floor was solid, I carefully pushed the lantern through and slid it onto the board.
So far, so good.
“All right, Fleck,” I said. “I’m going to hoist myself up there—”
“But, lady! You can’t go up there all by yourself!” His eyes were so frightened.
I ruffled his hair. “Come on, it’s just an old attic. I’ll be back before you can say ‘lady.’ And who knows…maybe we’ve just discovered an awesome place to hide.” I grinned.
He gulped, looking skeptical, but didn’t say another word.
I clenched my dagger in my teeth, gripped the sides of the boards, jumped up, and hoisted myself through.
With a groan, I pulled my dangling feet through the opening and clambered onto the floor, the lantern burning beside my feet. I dusted my hands on my pants, pulled my dagger from my mouth, and looked around.
It was an attic. A very old, very dusty attic with a hollowed cone for a ceiling, and the air was so cold I felt like I’d stepped into a freezer. There was one small, round window near the top, but aside from that, the only light in the room was from my lantern.
A gust of wind rattled the tiny window and the tower fought back with low and sinister groans.
I shuddered.
On second thought, maybe we wouldn’t use this as a hiding place. It was too dark and the air had an eerie quality to it, malignant and deadly. Like it was a predator, and the shadows its shield, and I had stumbled right in its snare.
I picked up the lantern and moved it around.
You’re freaking yourself out. Calm down. It’s just an old attic.
But as I looked, as I moved the lantern around, fear pricked up my neck and filled me with misgiving.
Strange symbols tattooed the walls like wallpaper. They’d blurred from dust and neglect, running every which way, spanning the ceiling, the walls, the floorboards, all converging at an object in the center of the room, whose silhouette was barely visible in the darkness.
The lantern shook in my hand as I walked toward it, dagger in my other hand. The object was tall and slender, hidden by a black cloth.
With a deep breath, I reached out and tugged the cloth. It slid off and fell to the floor in a black heap, kicking up a cloud of dust.
It was a mirror—a tall, oval mirror propped up by a black iron stand. The glass was mottled and aged, distorting my reflection, and it almost seemed as though it absorbed the light from my lantern.
The window rattled again, and I jumped.
My blood turned to ice.
My reflection…it hadn’t moved.
The image of myself stood there as I had stood seconds ago, my arms at my side. And as I watched, as I stood startled and afraid, a dark form came in to view right behind me.
I stopped breathing and spun around.
Nothing. I was alone.
I looked back in the mirror, but the darkness was still there. It began to morph and change into the shape of a man, one with bronze hair and blue eyes…
He looked just like my dad.
But where my dad’s eyes were kind, his were empty and cruel, and where my dad’s smile was warm, his was curled in mockery as though he’d just played the greatest prank on the world and was watching them suffer for it.
My heart thudded in my ears.
I felt his hate, then, burning like nothing I’d ever felt before. It was a hatred I’d never known—never seen—palpable and noxious, wicked and deadly, and it was completely terrifying.
He began to morph, slow and gradual, until his hair disappeared and his skin became grey like death, and where his cruel eyes had been, two black pits formed.
It was the man from the fields by my home back in Fresno.
I stepped back, away from the mirror, away from him, my legs trembling with each step. But he moved, too.
Toward me.
Out of the glass, sweeping like a fine mist, reaching out his arms straight for me.
I turned to run but tripped over my feet and fell hard on the ground; my lantern shattered beside me.
The room went dark.
An agonizing scream filled my ears and I held up my dagger, waiting for him to strike. Waiting for the pain to come and my life to end. A sharp burst of air slammed into me, and the screaming ceased.
My heavy breathing was the only sound.
I searched the room, but he was gone. His hate, his hostility—just gone.
Shaking, I scrambled back to the hole in the floor and jumped through, down into Fleck’s closet.
He was waiting for me, horrified, as if he had seen everything. “You saw him.” His voice quivered.
I started, grabbed his hand and pulled him out into the hall, closing the door to his bedroom. “You said you saw a shadow.”
He swallowed. “I did, but…I see him in…my nightmares.”
I didn’t know how Fleck had seen what I’d seen, but I didn’t like it and I grabbed Fleck’s shoulders. “Have you told Master Antoni?”
Fleck shook his head, biting his bottom lip. “I’m scared, lady. I don’t want the king to find out because…because he’ll think—” he gulped “—he’ll think my powers are showing and he’ll…he’ll…” Tears streamed down his cheeks and he shook so badly I wrapped my arms around him to hold him together.
“Shh,” I said in his ear, stroking his hair. “He’s not going to do anything to you. Remember what I said. I meant it. As long as I’m around, I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
“He killed—” Fleck sniffled “—my parents.”
Chills ran down my legs and I went still.
No, it couldn’t be. I didn’t like my grandfather, either, but he wasn’t a murderer.
Was he?
“What?” I asked.
Fleck mumbled into my shoulder as his sorrow and fear squeezed my heart. “He…wanted their knowledge and…and…”
I waited, holding him close.
“It killed them,” he whispered.
My breath came quick as my anger bubbled inside of me. All this time, I had thought Fleck’s fears had to do with his past, not his present. But if what he’d said was true, I had delivered Fleck right into the hands of his parents’ murderer.
And then it suddenly hit me, and his fear became my fear, his anxiety mine.
I pulled back and looked into his watery, flecked eyes. “Does he know you, Fleck?” I asked. “Did he recognize you when I brought you here?”
Fleck shook his head. “No. I wasn’t home when he—” he hiccupped “—took them away.”
I grabbed his hands gently but firmly between mine. “I know it hurts and I know it’s painful to remember, but I need to know what happened.” Because if the king knew who he was, and was biding his time to take this so-called knowledge from Fleck, the two of us were running far, far away from here. Today.
I didn’t know how, but I’d find a way.
Fleck swallowed, wiping his tears. He took a deep breath, as if the air might fill him with strength, and he started speaking with a fragile voice. “I was…playing in the woods. We lived there because my parents said it was safe for us there, and one day I came home and they were gone.” He wiped his nose on his sleeve. “My neighbor said the king had found them and he had taken them away, and she looked scared. She told me that the king had wanted their powers and that I’d better come with her to her house before…”
Fat tears rolled down his cheeks, down his chin, dropping onto the floor.
I squeezed his hands, encouraging him to continue.
“When we got there, these men were waiting for us.” His lip trembled. “The lady tried to protect me but they…they…”
“It’s okay, I’m here.”
“She’s dead, lady. She’s dead because she was trying to keep me safe,” he whispered.
“Listen to me,” I said as I blinked back tears. “It’s not your fault. What happened back then—to your parents, that woman—you didn’t kill them. Do you understand?”
He sniffled and looked away, but I placed my hand on his cheek and made him look at me. “You are not responsible for the evil they’ve done. They will pay for it, not you.”
And they would. So help me, I’d be there to watch.
I wiped one of his tears. “After that, what happened?”
Fleck swallowed. “They sold me to…to some guards and the guards took me to the caves…”
And that’s where I had found him. That’s where I had found him and brought him straight to the man that had killed his parents.
I held Fleck there at the top of his stairwell, away from everyone and everything, and the anger inside of me grew. He was so innocent, so fragile and good, and it was difficult conceiving that someone like my grandfather, so cruel and selfish a man, could take that away from him. Cloud his bright vision, terrorize his pure thoughts. Take away his home and his family, leaving him helpless and afraid, the bargaining chip of evil men.
All so that he could have more power.
What about when Fleck’s power decided to show? He was Daloren, after all; there was no denying that. It would only be a matter of time before the trait began to manifest itself inside of him, and there would be no hiding, then. My grandfather would look on him as he had looked on Fleck’s parents—as food necessary for consumption.
I had to get him out of here, immediately. But how? I couldn’t just run away—not when I didn’t fully understand what I was up against. I’d already tried that once and it had gotten me locked away with Fleck. No, I needed to talk to someone who knew what to do—someone I could trust.
Someone that could take Fleck away from that tyrant, the king, and hide him somewhere safe.
I wish Tran were here. He’d know what to do.
But he wasn’t. I didn’t know where he was. But then another name entered my mind.
Don’t even think about it.
Yes, Dad and the Del Contes were at the Aegis Quarters and the king and Stefan were preoccupied with festival preparations…
But what if you’re caught?
If I had a good disguise, no one would notice, and besides, it would only be for a few hours—just in time for the Aegis dinner tonight.
No! It’s too dangerous!
The solution slammed into me and I turned to Fleck.
“Do you trust Master Antoni?” I asked.
Fleck nodded.
I searched his large eyes. “Do you trust him with your life?”
Fleck held my gaze as understanding slowly seeped into his mind. At last he nodded, and I felt an overwhelming sense of relief.
“Good, because he’s going to help us.” 
“But, lady, he’s at the guild.” His voice was already stronger. We’ll never make it through the gate without getting caught.”
I looked him straight in the eyes. “We can’t, but Thad can.”
 
 



Chapter 5
Promises Kept
 
 
“Where’s Thad?” I asked Rhea once Fleck and I walked into my room.
Rhea emerged from my bathroom with a neatly folded stack of towels in her hands. Her kind eyes glanced between us and, sensing something was up, she set the towels on my dresser, right next to a glass bowl holding a bright red flower.
The flower that Alex had given me—Ardor’s flame.
I’d never been able to bring myself to get rid of it. Rhea knew it, too.
Rhea clasped her hands and faced us, looking worried. “Is everything all right?”
“Yeah, but we need to find Thad.”
She studied me a moment. “He was here just a bit ago, looking for you.” She walked over to my window. The sky outside was dark and grey, but the snow had stopped falling. She tugged my draperies closed. “He went down to Rook’s Landing with some recent Aegis grads that are visiting for the festival.”
Oh, no. What if Alex was there? It would be very hard seeing him again, but it would be harder still sneaking away. He knew me too well. “Where’s that?” I asked.
Rhea turned to face us. “The marketplace. On your left, you’ll see a sign with a black crow right before The Pointed Needle, but if you reach Papyrus and Tomes, you’ve gone too far.”
I nodded. I’d never spent much time in the marketplace since I’d lived here, mostly because when I went, everyone glared at me.
“One more thing—” Rhea opened my armoire and pulled out two cloaks “—wear these. It’s quite chilly and it’s better if no one recognizes you.” She handed them to us.
I helped Fleck into one, but it was so huge I had to wrap it all the way around him and tie it in the back. He pulled the hood over his head, but it fell down over his eyes all the way to his nose. “Er, maybe don’t wear the hood,” I said.
“No, it’s okay.” He pushed the hood up and grinned his toothy grin. “I can see okay.” The hood slipped back down his nose. “Well, sort of.”
“It’ll have to do,” Rhea said with understanding in her eyes. “You don’t have much time.”
I shrugged into my cloak and clasped it at my neck. “Thanks, Rhea.”
She smiled and walked back to the dresser to pick up the towels.
Fleck and I headed to the door when Rhea said, “Oh, and Daria.”
I glanced back.
“Don’t worry. He’s not with them.” She gave me a knowing smile, and I smiled back, closing the door after me.
So, he wasn’t with them.
I wonder where he is, then?
But I couldn’t let myself think about him. I’d see him tonight, and like my dad had warned and Isla had confirmed, he’d be with Vera. He was probably with her now. The thought made my chest feel heavy.
Fleck and I left the castle without attracting much notice for once. Everyone was preoccupied with the upcoming festival; servants rushed past without a glance—one even ran smack into a marble bust, which I saved right before it crashed to the floor. The servant hadn’t even noticed and disappeared behind a swinging door.
The air outside was freezing, even more so than it had been this morning. It burned my lungs and every time I exhaled, vapor streamed from my nose. Fleck bounced beside me, his hand in mine, as we walked down the snow-dusted hill toward the marketplace. He took big, deep breaths, and every time he exhaled, he smiled in admiration of his breath-cloud.
“It’s like dragon’s breath!” He breathed out a plume of condensation.
“Without the dragon.” I grinned. “My favorite kind.”
I’d only seen dragons once, and it had taken all of two seconds to decide I didn’t like them.
Off to my left, I could see the arena. It’d come a long way in only a few days. I’d been able to catch some glimpses of it as Stefan and I had set out for our morning skirmishes. According to Stefan, they’d been building the giant wooden structure just for this week’s games and would tear it down once they were over.
The structure was enormous and I thought it could probably hold Gaia’s entire population. It was tall, too, taller than the castle even, and rising at regular intervals along the perimeter were seven tall towers, each decorated with a different color scheme. Green, orange, red, blue, silver, black, and brown. Stefan had said each colorful tower corresponded to a different territory, but the only combinations I remembered were Valdon’s green and Alioth’s orange.
I hoped Rhea was right about Alex.
The noise and bustle of the marketplace grew louder and louder the closer we came, and it was much busier than I’d remembered. Everywhere I looked were people and animals and tents, and there was an edible quality to the air. Cooked meats and seasonings, baked bread and wood smoke. I inhaled deeply, letting the scents tease my tongue.
The marketplace had become colorful, too, just like the arena. Flags and banners hung from windows, spanning the spaces between buildings, proclaiming their allegiance to this territory or that. It was beautiful in an “old world” sort of way, and the way the snow piled in the cracks, on chimneys and rooftops, reminded me of Christmas. 
Come to think of it, it’s already November and I haven’t seen a Christmas tree anywhere. Maybe they celebrate the festival instead.
“Move it!” yelled someone pushing a wheelbarrow filled with hunks of wood.
I yanked Fleck back, and the man glared as he pushed past.
Not a minute in the marketplace without someone glaring at me. Now, where was Rook’s Landing?
I glanced down at Fleck, whose head was tilted far back in his hood, trying to see. I grinned. “You all right?”
He pushed his hood up and smiled, and his hood fell down again.
I squeezed his hand and pulled him into the melee. Rhea had said to go left, so we turned left, right into a team of beautiful white horses. I jerked Fleck back, out of their way, letting them pass. The horses were statuesque, trotting tall and proud as if perceiving their own elegance. White manes fell to one side like a sheet of silk, undisturbed by the slight breeze.
But the riders intrigued me even more.
They were dressed all in black, each with a cascade of long silvery hair, and their faces were sharp, giving a certain shrewdness to their elegance. They moved as one, unaffected and confident as though they were from another time and place entirely. As though they carried the wisdom and power of the past.
One glanced down at me with striking violet eyes.
His curiosity fell upon me like the softest touch, and then he glanced at Fleck. His face was without expression, without feeling or opinion, and with a last glance at me, he continued after his companions as the crowd parted for them. 
“Lady, who were they?” Fleck gaped after them.
I shook my head. “No idea. Let’s keep moving.”
I didn’t want anyone knowing we were here, and I didn’t like the fact that someone already did.
“Authentic tapestries from the festivals!” someone shouted. “Get one before they’re gone!”
We passed a few racks covered in tapestries, each with different patterns: mountains, a lake, a small castle.
“For you, just two quids.” A little man appeared, with no hair and stubble all over his round face.
“No, thanks.” I hurried away and pulled Fleck after me.
Shop after shop, I searched the signs, looking for one that said The Pointed Needle.
Ferven’s Swordmakers, Apothecarie…
I paused at a window display of compasses. Round and square, shiny and dull, some the size of my thumb, others the size of my head. There was one, lying on a small wooden block, that looked very similar to the one I’d seen Cicero carry when we’d been winding our way through the Arborenne. This one was smaller, but it had the same strange symbols around the perimeter.
I glanced up at the sign overhead.
The Broken Compass.
Strange name for a store. Why would anyone want broken…
The symbol. I’d barely noticed it in the bottom right corner, etched faintly in the wood. Two triangles framing a small circle—the same symbol I’d seen on the neck of those guards at Rex Cross months ago, the guards who had been searching for me.
“Can I help ye, miss?” asked a gruff voice. A stocky, brutish man appeared with a long pipe hanging from his mouth. He removed the pipe and blew the tobacco fumes in my face.
I coughed a, “No, thanks,” and pulled Fleck after me. I felt the man’s eyes on my back as we wound through the crowd.
My skin turned cold and I froze mid-stride.
There he was, the dark rider.
He stood in the shadows, and I felt him like winter—the one that existed inside of him. No one else seemed to notice him; no one paused as they bustled past, yet he stood there, watching me.
What was he doing here?
Just look the other way.
But if I was safe to approach him anywhere, it would be here, surrounded by hundreds of people. I could ask him what he wanted, why he kept watching me, and if he tried anything at all, all I’d have to do is scream.
Don’t even think about it.
“What is it, lady?” Fleck asked.
The dark rider ducked beneath an awning and into the crowd.
Don’t!
“Stay close,” I said, and tugged Fleck after me, after the dark rider.
He slipped through the crowd like smoke, and for a few moments, I thought I’d lost him. My eyes flickered past faces—so many faces—until I spotted him again, farther down the street.
I pushed past merchants and horses and tents; someone yelled as I knocked a box from their hands, but we didn’t stop.
A gypsy woman jumped in my path.
“Excuse me!” I tried to step around her, but she seemed to anticipate each move, heading me off.
The dark rider was getting away.
“How about some callaberry seeds, little girl?” She smiled, showing twisted and blackened teeth.
“Please!” I pushed past her when she grabbed my arm. Her strength surprised me; her grip was like an iron brace.
“He follows you.”
I froze. Her lips hadn’t moved; it was like she’d spoken in my mind. And her voice had changed. This one was much deeper, much stronger, and seemed to come from somewhere dark.
“You can’t run from him,” the voice continued. “No, and there is no hiding. Not when he wants to find you, and he’s waited—for nineteen years he has waited—and here you are.” Her eyes lit with something terrible, something that made my pulse race. “Ready for him, yes, ready for him to finish what he started, and you will help him, yes.” Her grip hurt; her eyes narrowed. “You will help him, and those you love will suffer.”
Those words.
I’d heard them before, or maybe not those, exactly, but close enough. That day in the fiori, with Alex.
The day I’d seen Alex die.
The misery and pain from that vision filled me all over again, the image of my own form hunched over Alex’s lifeless body as I shook with each heaving sob.
Her grip fell away, and she turned and walked into the crowd.
“Lady?” Fleck tugged on my arm.
I blinked and looked down at him, hidden in his hood, but when I glanced back at the woman, she was gone.
The dark rider was gone, too.
I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. Trying to dull the ache that throbbed deep in my chest.
“Lady, what happened?” Fleck’s eyes were wide with worry.
He hadn’t heard a word of it; it had all been for me. “I’m not sure.” I squeezed his hand and started walking back when I noticed a giant cage.
It looked like something I would’ve seen at a zoo, built for big exotic birds, but about five times the size. Curious, I pulled Fleck after me, toward it.
My breath hitched once I saw what was inside.
Vox.
Beautiful black horses, their large wings tucked behind them. They were what had saved me and Dad and the Del Contes from the gargons.
But standing here, looking at them, they weren’t as robust and powerful as I’d remembered. Their wings were frayed and sagged, and their rich black coats were dirtied and soiled, and the beautiful manes I remembered so vividly were a matted mess of knots.
And they were…scared. Huddled in a back corner, standing together, away from the passersby.
I stepped to the cage and gripped the bars. The closest one turned his head and looked at me with large black eyes, intelligent black eyes. Sorrowful black eyes.
What are you doing in here? Who locked you up?
As if hearing my thoughts, the vox nodded and whinnied, rustling its wings, but the sound was weak and sad and it made my chest hurt.
The wind stirred, lifting my cloak and snagging it over my dagger. A pair of black hooves jumped before me, raking at the air. The vox’s fury blazed as its screams filled my ears, and with a powerful kick, its hooves slammed down on the cage. I jumped back as the entire cage rattled.
“Get back!” yelled a rough voice, as something came down on my hands. I pulled them free just in time to avoid contact with a metal prod. “Unless—” the man’s curiosity surged as he eyed my dagger “—you intend to purchase one.”
I adjusted my cloak back over my blade and drew further into my hood, backing away. “No, thank you.”
“Wait a minute.” The man reached for me, but I grabbed Fleck and ducked into the crowd.
That was close. Too close. You should turn back now, while you still have the chance.
But I couldn’t. I’d promised.
“Lady…” Fleck said. “The horses…they shouldn’t…”
“I know,” I said.
The vox weren’t meant to be behind bars. I couldn’t think of many creatures that were, but especially not the vox.
Finally, I saw a sign with the words: Papyrus and Tomes.
Well, according to Rhea, we’d obviously gone too far. 
We hurried back, past The Pointed Needle. The display window was filled with all colors and textures of fabrics, and I smiled to myself.
Fabric shopping.
Just beside that was the wooden sign for Rook’s Landing. The sign creaked back and forth upon its iron support, and a couple of black crows sat on top, examining the crowd.
How appropriate.
I walked to the nearest window. The glass was too frosted to peer through and flakes of snow had collected in the corners. The front door screeched open as a couple of grown men emerged, and I felt a burst of warm air, followed by a whiff of yeast. The men were about as tall as Fleck, but three times as wide, with thick beards reaching to their stomachs.
Maybe it was the time of year and snow-cover, but they reminded me of Santa’s disgruntled elves.
“—better last time,” one mumbled.
“Tastes th’same to me.” The other pulled his cloak tight, but it was still too small to close completely. “You just put too much fire in it this time…”
They disappeared into the crowd, and Fleck and I ducked inside.
The air was warm and saturated with the scents of ale and baked bread. I didn’t even like ale, but standing in there, breathing it in, put me at ease.
It was dark inside, lit only by a few lanterns hanging from the walls, but it was a cozy and intimate darkness. The chatter kept to a low murmur, interrupted by the occasional clanging of glasses.
Where are you?
I searched the tables and at last, I saw a large round one, shoved in the corner by one of the frosted windows. Thad sat there, his feet propped up on the table, conversing with a group of people I didn’t recognize—all except for one.
Vera.
I’d only seen her once, but I’d never forgotten her. Her platinum blonde hair had been cropped to her shoulders, and her arms were folded over her full-bodied chest while she stared at the window like Assassination Barbie.
There was a fearless pride to her demeanor, one that was elegant and deadly, beautiful and severe. Everything I wasn’t, everything I couldn’t be. Everything I would never be.
“…those two could not keep their hands off each other,” Isla had said.
Jealousy twisted like a snake deep inside of me. It might have been easier to swallow if Vera had been plain and weak and…not so exotically gorgeous.
Come on, it’s Alex. He could have any woman he wanted. Why are you so surprised he chose someone like her?
But Alex obviously wasn’t with her. So where was he?
Thad noticed me, then, and grinned right as something sticky and wet began licking my hand.
“Hey, boy.” I scratched Egan between the ears, which seemed to make him think it was okay to relocate the licking to my face.
“Egan, down!” Thad made his way toward me. “I knew you couldn’t live without me.”
I rolled my eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
Thad noticed Fleck beside me. “Hey, Half-Pint.” He rustled Fleck’s hood, and Fleck’s toothy grin was all we could see.
“Rhea said you were here,” I said.
“Yeah, thought you might want to get out of the castle for a bit. You know, though,” he rocked back on his heels, “it’s not really safe for Half-Pint down here.”
“About that”—I glanced at the group—“you aren’t too busy, are you?”
He arched a brow and twirled the piece of grass in his mouth as his curiosity piqued. “For you?” He grinned. “Never. But first I better introduce you to the lot”—he nodded toward the table—“or they might worry something happened to me.” He winked and motioned for me to follow.
Great. So much for avoidance.
I took a deep breath, grabbed Fleck’s hand, and continued after Thad.
One by one, the people at the table glanced up at me and stopped talking, and Vera moved her scathing gaze from the window to my face.
Her dark eyes burned like hot coals, her lips pursed, and her hatred poured over me like a pot of scalding water.
She’d obviously already formed her opinion of me, too.
“Princess Daria,” Thad said, “meet Gaia’s newest Aegises. Sturgis, Phin, Brant, Flanders”—each boy raised their glass with their introduction—“and I believe you already know Vera.” There was amusement in Thad’s voice with his last honorable mention.
Vera’s eyes narrowed and I had the sudden urge to punch Thad.
The short, thick one named Sturgis raised his mug. “Nice to officially meet you, princess.” He had a deep voice, but it was modest and respectful. The others nodded their assent, except Vera. Her eyes continued scorching the space between us.
Well.
“First festival, eh?” asked Brant, the tall boy with a shaved head. He took a swig from his mug.
“Yeah,” I said.
Brant wiped his mouth and smiled. “Boy, you’re in for a surprise. My advice…stay away from the Arborenne folk. They never say what they mean or mean what they say, and don’t touch their wine, either, unless you want to be a permanent addition to the healing ward.”
I nodded.
“Speaking of,” said the redhead named Phin, “want a drink?”
Thad answered for me. “Naw, the princess and I—”
“Uh…hey, D,” said a voice behind me.
It was Stefan. His cheeks were bright red and he was having a difficult time meeting my gaze.
What was he doing here? “I thought you were with Master Durus?” I asked.
He hesitated. The entire table conveniently distracted itself, and Brant took a long, slow sip from his mug.
“I was.” Stefan’s neck began turning red.
I arched a brow. “Are you feeling okay?”
“Yeah, fine.” He smiled, but it was a nervous smile.
I suddenly realized he was carrying two mugs. “A little much, don’t you think?” I nodded toward the mugs in his hands.
“Oh.” He grinned sheepishly. “The other one’s for…” His voice trailed but his gaze flickered to Vera, who had resumed glaring at the frosted window.
Wait.
I stared at him, hard, while he stared at the ground, and my lips parted.
No.
He didn’t actually…
He hadn’t ditched me for…
Stefan looked back at me, and his confidence evaporated.
I inhaled a shaky breath; my eyes narrowed. “I see.”
“Um—” he glanced away from me “—you want a drink? You can have mine.”
“No, thanks.” I folded my arms.
Thad’s amusement drowned out everything else as he rested a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, Goldilocks, me and Rook have some business to discuss, so we’ll be leaving.”
Stefan nodded and started to move, but paused like he’d suddenly lost his purpose and forgotten where he was. He then scooted behind the others’ chairs, right over to the empty seat beside Vera, and sat down.
Oh. My. Gosh.
My own brother. He’d lied to me just so he could spend time with her. Alex’s her. I was so angry my arms were shaking.
“See ya around!” Thad nodded at the group. They nodded back. “Oh, and Brant?”
Brant wiggled his brow.
“Keep an eye on Egan, would ya?”
Brant nodded, taking another swig, and before I could say another word, Thad was escorting Fleck and me outside into the cold afternoon air.
Thad grinned from ear to ear. “Please don’t kill me for saying this, but I really wish Del Can’t could’ve seen that.”
All right, so maybe I didn’t want Thad’s help.
Thad grabbed my arm as I started walking away. “Whoa, there, Rook, I’m only playing. Don’t let V get your panties in a wad. The girl isn’t human, trust me.” Thad made a face. “I don’t know what Goldilocks sees in her.”
“Hm,” I said, “you really don’t know what he sees?”
“Oh, I know what he sees, all right, I just don’t know what he sees in her. Unless you like barbaric savages, and I’m sorry, but Goldilocks is too much of a marshmallow for that.”
“He obviously doesn’t think so. And how stupid is he? I mean, she’s sorta dating his best friend…”
“Dating?” Thad arched a brow while that stupid smirk stretched.
That snake inside of me wrapped around my stomach and squeezed it to death.
Thad chuckled. “You women are so territorial. If you ask me, the king should put women in charge of our boundaries. Nothing can get past a woman protecting her assets and expect to survive.”
I folded my arms. “Good thing no one asked you, then, huh?”
“Care to purchase a tapestry from the festivals?” That man appeared beside us with a tapestry draped over his arm, this one depicting a two-faced mask: one half white and smiling, the other black and vicious.
Thad leaned towards the man, annoyed. “You do realize the king keeps every tapestry that’s ever made, right?”
The man opened his mouth to retort, but Thad pulled us away and rolled his eyes. “I swear. Every year he’s out there selling that crap. I mean, really, who actually buys those things?”
A pair of old ladies hobbled to the salesman, faces bright and smiling, and handed him coins in exchange for the woven mask, and Thad cursed under his breath.
The wind ripped through the marketplace and beat against banners and flags. The sky grew darker and snowflakes began to confetti the ground. I didn’t have much time and Thad was still grumbling to himself about helpless old ladies and false advertisement.
I still couldn’t understand why he’d been so upset about it, though.
“Are you done yet?” I asked.
Thad twirled the grass in his mouth. “For now.”
“Good,” I said.
“So”—the spark returned to his eyes—“what was it you wanted?”
“I need you to get us out of the castle walls.”
The piece of grass almost fell from his lips and, once he regained himself, he grabbed Fleck and me by the arms and pulled us out of the crowd and into a mostly empty alley.
“Denn knock the sense out of you?” The spark was gone.
“No,” I said, slightly offended.
“Do you have any idea what would happen if you’re caught?”
“Why do you think I’m asking you?”
He held my gaze and the seriousness slowly melted into excitement. He folded his arms and leaned back against the wall with a sigh. “All right, if I help, you need to tell me what’s going on with Half-Pint.”
I hesitated and looked at Fleck. Even though I trusted Thad, I didn’t feel comfortable talking about what had happened with Fleck. I didn’t want anyone knowing until I’d spoken with Master Antoni, but Thad was our only key out of the castle—well, the only key that wouldn’t tell the king.
I crouched beside Fleck. “Can I tell him?” I whispered.
Fleck pushed his hood back and the little silver flecks in his eyes sparkled. “It’s”—his hood fell back down—“okay.”
“You sure?”
He nodded in his hood; all I could see was his chin bobbing.
Thad watched us, silent and waiting, and from the looks of things, impatiently.
I recounted the morning’s events—leaving out the part about what, exactly, I’d seen in the attic—but it was enough for Thad.
“So the Half-Pint’s finally coming into his powers,” he whispered.
“So…?” I asked.
Thad smiled at me a long, silent moment. “You know, for a friend you’re a major liability, right?”
I rolled my eyes. “Are you gonna help or not?”
He pushed himself from the wall and dusted his hands. “I can’t think of any greater peril at the moment, so…” He looked at me with that mischievous spark. “Absolutely.”
 
 



Chapter 6
Escape
 
 
“Wait here,” Thad said.
He dodged around the corner before I could say another word.
“Lady, where’s he going?” Fleck asked.
“Who knows?” I searched the crowd. “But if he’s not back in ten minutes, we’ll find someone else.”
I didn’t know who, exactly, and I highly doubted there was anyone else who could help us sneak out of the castle walls, but I wasn’t about to linger here much longer, not with Fleck.
We stood against the wall, keeping to the shadows, watching the crowd for any signs of Thad.
Two brown horses trotted past towing a wagon filled with hay. The driver, hidden in gobs of wool, yanked the reins, pulling the wagon to a stop right before our alleyway.
I pushed Fleck behind me and held my breath.
The driver turned in his seat and faced us, slowly lifting his hood until I saw a familiar smirk with a piece of grass hanging from his mouth.
Thad.
He pointed with his thumb to the back of the wagon.
So, he was going to sneak us out the main gate. I wasn’t sure I liked that idea, but it was better than anything I’d come up with, which was nothing.
I grabbed Fleck and the two of us slipped into the back, between the bales of hay. Once we were hidden, I slid another bale on top of us, and the wagon started moving again.
It jerked and bumped and creaked as the horses’ hooves click-clacked, click-clacked over the cobblestones.
“You okay?” I whispered to Fleck.
Fleck smiled and then sneezed.
Voices passed, horses whinnied, but Thad kept a steady pace.
It wasn’t long before we stopped.
The horses snorted as armor clanked beside us, and I held my breath as I squeezed Fleck’s trembling hand.
“Where to?” barked a voice.
“High Road to Rex Cross,” Thad slurred in a voice that suggested he’d had way too much to drink.
I watched Fleck.
Please, don’t sneeze.
“You fit to drive, sir?” barked the voice again.
Thad snorted and made a gurgling sound. “The harses know the way if I don’t.”
So help me, Thad, if you get us caught…
“Move along!”
The wagon jolted forward as the click-clack, click-clack resounded.
I exhaled slowly, relieved.
The jolting lessened as we exited the main gate and stepped out onto the dirt road. A few minutes passed before Thad ask in a low voice, “You two alive back there?”
Fleck sneezed.
“Are you okay?” I whispered.
He nodded and sneezed again.
“Rook?” Thad asked.
“I’m here. Can we come out?”
“No,” he said, “not yet. But there’s so much traffic in and out of the castle for the festival”—bump—“I figured we’d blend right in. Besides, I didn’t exactly feel like walking all the way to the guild.”
“Is it far?” I hated not being able to see anything.
“Eh”—pot hole—“not too far, but…” Thad stopped talking and I felt his unease—not an emotion I was used to feeling from Thad.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Don’t say another word till I say.” His voice was barely audible.
The wagon stopped again.
“Good afternoon, sir,” said a very matter-of-fact voice. “Name and destination.”
“Just gave them that back there,” Thad said. He’d lost the drunken stupor.
“Name and destination, sir,” repeated the voice.
“Rodi. I’m headed to see Otis and I’m kind of in a hurry…”
“What’s your cargo?”
Thad’s frustration spiked. “Uh, kinda obvious, isn’t it?”
Silence.
“Hay,” Thad said at last. “You want me to count each piece of grass, too?”
“Sorry, sir, but we’ve been ordered to check every cargo that comes in and out of the castle. King’s orders.”
My heart pounded in my chest and my palms started sweating.
“Go ahead, then, check.” Thad didn’t hide his irritation.
I held Fleck’s frightened gaze, pressing my finger to my lips. Fleck bit his bottom lip and squeezed my hand so hard it cut off the circulation.
The bales at the end of the wagon shifted as they were pushed and poked.
I told you this was a stupid idea. You never should’ve come down here. The king will find out, and…
Conscience, now is not the time. 
They were getting closer, haphazardly poking and lifting the bales, and right as the one over my head began to rise, the wagon shifted.
The horses whinnied, jerking the wagon back and forth, and Thad said, “Whoa, boy! Sorry about that. The horses have been acting a bit skittish lately.”
“They’re not the first,” said the voice, farther up the wagon.
I let out a quiet breath. At least he’d stopped searching.
“The animals sense something,” continued the guard, “and I think it has to do with”—his voice dropped—“the dark rider.”
“You’ve seen him?” Thad asked.
“No, but others have. They say they’ve seen him here, in Valdon, and I don’t like it. Not one bit.”
Thad was quiet a moment. “I’ll be sure to keep watch, then. Thanks for the warning.”
The wagon creaked and moved forward.
I breathed a sigh of relief right as Fleck sneezed loudly.
Oh, no.
“Hellfire,” Thad cursed under his breath.
“You there!” shouted a different voice this time.
The wagon stopped.
Footsteps thudded on the ground and I heard a knife scraping against its sheath. The bale of hay over my head was ripped free and a man’s round face appeared, angry and satisfied.
“Well, well, well, what have we here?” sneered the man. “A princess and—” he ripped Fleck’s hood off “—the Daloren child.” His ugly sneer looked familiar, somehow. “Off to see Otis, were you?” His eyes turned hard. “Get. Out.”
I climbed out of the wagon and turned to help Fleck, but the man shoved me back and grabbed Fleck by the cloak.
“Get your hands off him!” My fists clenched at my sides.
He tossed Fleck to the ground and pointed his sword at Thad. “Name,” he spat.
Thad flashed me a silent apology and leapt from the wagon. He stood tall and faced the man with a proud grin on his face. “Come on, Lorimer, don’t you recognize me?
The man’s eyes narrowed. “You.”
“Actually, it’s Thad. I reserve ‘you’ for special occasions.” Thad smirked. How could he think this was funny? “Say, how’s Denn doing?”
The man’s fury seared. “If you ever pull that kind of stunt on my son again…”
Denn Faris, the bully, the one who’d humiliated me in the forest, was this man’s son?
My heart dropped.
As if this could get any worse.
“Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” Thad continued. “The stunt I pulled was good enough to last him the rest of his life.”
Lorimer stared at Thad, and for a long terrible moment, I thought he was going to kill him.
“What should I do with them?” The man with the matter-of-fact voice stepped forward.
Without taking his eyes off Thad, Lorimer said, “I’ll take the princess and the Daloren back to the castle.”
“Right, then,” Thad said, walking toward Fleck and me.
“You,” Lorimer continued, glaring at Thad, “will stay here and help Grag monitor the roads in my absence.”
Thad folded his arms. “Hey, now, I don’t see why I can’t go back to the castle with them—”
Lorimer held the point of his sword against Thad’s throat, and Thad’s lips twitched into a smile.
“Do not push me, Thaddeus,” Lorimer growled. “Don’t think that because you are an Aegis of Valdon that you are exempt from common law. The king will hear of this and I’ll make sure you are punished accordingly.”
Thad looked at Lorimer like that was the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. “Uh, why not just let him punish me now?”
Lorimer pushed the sword closer, and Thad held up his hands. “All right, all right,” Thad said, “I’ll stay.”
Lorimer held his sword there for a moment and, at last, shoved it in its sheath. Thad rubbed his neck looking quite annoyed, and glancing back at me, mouthed, “I’ll find you later,” nodding at the castle.
Lorimer wrapped a thick hand around my arm and squeezed so hard I cried out.
He glared at me, but he didn’t loosen his grip. “I’d grab the boy if I were you.”
I grabbed Fleck’s trembling hand and squeezed gently as Lorimer escorted us away from Thad, back to the castle.
“And just where did you think you were going?” Lorimer growled.
“That’s none of your—”
Lorimer turned on me so fast I almost fell. His eyes were dark with contempt. “I don’t care that King Darius is your grandfather. I don’t care that you claim to have no magic.” The smell of tobacco was heavy on his breath. “You are a liar and a thief, and I will do everything in my power to ensure Gaia knows that.” He nodded towards Fleck. “Do we understand each other?”
I set my mouth and held his gaze.
“Good,” he said, and kept walking.
He didn’t say another word as he escorted us through the marketplace—people turned to stare and whisper—back up the hill to the castle, all the way to the king’s private study.
The guards took one look at us and pushed the doors in.
I’d never been in the king’s study before, although I’d walked past it countless times. It was the king’s private study, which meant if the room was occupied at all, it would be with the king, and I didn’t particularly enjoy his company.
The room was tall and perfectly round, and all along the walls were tapestries—beautiful, intricately woven tapestries. Landscapes and cathedrals and forests and sunsets. If these were what that man at the marketplace had been trying to sell, his were a poor imitation. There was a sort of energy pulsing through them, through each knot, each thread, as if the power of each and every fiber had been strengthened by the one beside it.
The floor was made of marble but patterned and, as I studied it, I realized it wasn’t just any pattern. It was a large map of the world, a giant mosaic of Gaia. Small, silver tiles represented the borders between territories, while smaller, colored tiles depicted trees and rivers and lakes. There were even small mosaic flags embedded within each territory, similar to the flags I’d seen at the marketplace.
And what at first glance appeared to be simple wooden sculptures were actually figures of horses, standing on hind legs with knights poised on their backs. Exactly like the knight on a chessboard. At the end of the room was the king, my grandfather.
His white hair hid his face as he sat, leaning over a small table, deep in thought. Sensing us, he glanced up. His pale eyes were blank at first, and he observed Fleck coolly, but then his eyes moved to me and his anger bubbled inside of him.
He already knew.
He stood and clasped his hands before him, his black robes cascading over his withered, yet able frame and pooling on the marble floor. “Lorimer.” The one word filled the room. “What brings you behind the wall?”
“Sire,” Lorimer bowed. “I found these two trying to escape.”
The king was silent. His eyes were cold and empty, but his fury was like an inferno blazing inside of him, burning everything in sight. The candles in the room flickered and burned hotter as his gaze fixed on me. His voice was dangerously calm. “And just where were you headed with my Daloren, child?”
“He’s not your Daloren,” I said through clenched teeth.
A shadow passed over the king’s face until, at last, he moved his gaze to Lorimer. “Thank you, Lorimer; you may return to your station,” the king said.
“But sire,” Lorimer continued, “I thought you might want to know Thaddeus—”
“That will be enough, Lorimer.” The king sounded like he might breathe fire.
Lorimer looked away and nodded. I felt his fury as he glanced back at me, and then he left through the door.
When I turned back, the king was walking slowly towards us. How a man so cruel and so arrogant could give birth to such a loving man like my father, I would never understand. It was as though my father was his antithesis and Gaia’s apology for creating the monster before me.
I squeezed Fleck’s hand in mine and stood firm.
You did this. Stay strong—at least for him.
The king stopped a few feet before us, his face still unchanged despite the rage boiling inside of him. At last, he opened his mouth and said, “Headmaster Ambrose.”
The headmaster stepped into the room, his blood-red robes dragging on the ground. His eyes were dark and empty as though they lacked a heart, and his face was hollow and sharp as though he lacked a soul, and seeing him now made me very, very afraid.
“The Daloren must be moved at once,” the king said, not moving his gaze from mine. “He’s coming in to his powers, and it is no longer safe for the princess to be in his company.”
I stood there, stunned, until Fleck hid behind my legs, shaking. “He’s not going anywhere,” I said, “and he doesn’t have any powers…”
“Do not try me, Daria.” The king’s eyes narrowed. “I know what has been happening with the boy—in great detail—and he is no longer your concern.”
He knew? But how could he? The only people I’d told were Thad and…
Stefan.
No, he wouldn’t.
“And,” the king continued, “it is obvious he can no longer be trusted in your care.”
Ambrose led Fleck toward the door, and Fleck started to cry. His big eyes shimmered, sad and pleading and afraid. The king might as well have ripped my heart out of my chest and shredded it in front of me.
I tried to run forward but an invisible force held me back. “Where are you taking him?” I yelled.
“That is not your concern,” said the king.
“Not my concern? He doesn’t have anywhere to go! I am the only family he has!”
Darkness danced in the king’s eyes. “The child has no family.”
My breath caught.
I saw it in his eyes, in the lines of his face, the tightness of his lips. He’d known about Fleck all along, who he was and where he’d come from. He’d realized who his parents had been, what had happened to them—what he’d done to them—and he had been biding his time, waiting for the day when Fleck would show his power.
And he’d been using me to find out.
My own grandfather.
My breath came out shallow, my limbs trembling with rage. “You can’t do this!”
Fleck’s tears spilled down his cheeks. “Lady!” His voice shook as he reached for me.
“Fleck,” I shouted, “remember my promise…what I gave you!”
Headmaster Ambrose pulled him through the door, and he was gone.
I was so mad my entire body shook, and when I looked back at the king, he stood with his lips curved in satisfaction. If there hadn’t been an invisible wall holding me back, I would’ve attacked him. I clenched my jaw. “I hate you.”
If he felt anything, he didn’t show it. Instead, he turned his back to me.
“Do you hear me?” I screamed at him. “I hate you! You are cruel and heartless and all you care about is power and—”
“Enough!” he shouted and my windpipes were suddenly cut off.
I tried and tried but I could not breathe, as though invisible fingers had reached inside my throat and squeezed so that no air could pass through.
He vanished into a vapor and then materialized before me. His eyes narrowed into slits and his fury seethed from every orifice. “You are a fool. From the moment you stepped foot in this castle, you have done nothing but fight against me, your king—the very king who has done everything in his power to keep you alive. The very king who has sacrificed his reputation and the lives of his personal guards—lives worth much more than yours—all to make sure this world is safe for you, a small, insignificant, ungrateful, child.”
I struggled to breathe against an invisible grip, while he continued in a low and threatening whisper. “Did you not stop and think what could’ve happened had you fallen into the hands of the dark rider? Did you not consider what a man like that might do with the power of a Daloren in his hands? No, I suppose you did not, for you are ignorant and selfish. You do not consider the impact your inane actions have on this world—my kingdom—and your ignorance puts the safety of its citizens at risk. I will not stand for it.”
He let go of my throat, and I collapsed to the ground, choking.
“Sir Armand!” the king commanded.
The door opened and Sir Armand de Basco stepped inside. His eyes flitted to me and for a brief moment I felt his pity, but when he looked back at the king, his face was without expression. “Yes, sire?”
“Escort the princess to the lower library and ensure she stays there.”
Sir Armand nodded. “Yes, sire. Shall I have her ready for the dinner this evening?”
“No.” The king’s gaze was like ice. “She won’t be attending the Aegis dinner tonight because she’s not feeling well. Get her out of my sight.” He turned away from us and sat down at his table.
Sir Armand came to my side and gently grabbed my arms, helping me to my feet. I wanted to scream—scream and yell and run away someplace where no one could find me.
The king couldn’t take Fleck away. Fleck was so small and vulnerable, and there was absolutely nothing I could do but give him empty promises of protection.
My eyes stung as Sir Armand led me silently down the hall; he glanced sideways at me but said nothing. We rounded another corner, and Stefan was walking straight at us.
He smiled, and my blood burned.
“You!” I screamed, trying to jerk free of Sir Armand’s hands. “How could you?”
Stefan looked utterly nonplussed and backed away fast, tripping over a chair in the hall. “D, what…?”
“You told the king about Fleck!”
His eyes widened with understanding. “I didn’t—”
“Don’t lie to me, Stefan,” I growled as Sir Armand restrained me.
“Daria, I’m sorry,” he replied, exasperated, “but he asked me flat out…what was I supposed to say?”
“You promised!”
“But I was worried! I can’t just sit back while—”
“That’s all you ever do,” I cut him off. “Sit back while other people take the risks. The only thing you’re worried about is what everyone else thinks. You’re nothing but a coward.” I bit the inside of my lip so I wouldn’t cry.
Stefan’s gaze dropped to the floor. He opened his mouth to speak, but at the last second, he closed his lips, excused himself, and slipped past us.
My eyes stung as my throat clamped down.
I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t let the king see that he had won.
In silence, Sir Armand led me all the way down to the lower library. It was in the basement of the castle, built inside of the hill. People rarely came down here because it was cold and dark and, despite its name, it housed an eclectic collection of artifacts, not books.
Torches hung along the walls, and Sir Armand stopped before the door with an iron dragon in the center, holding an iron ring in its teeth. He pushed the door in and it creaked open.
An old candelabra flickered to life, hanging from the ceiling, and I glanced around.  It looked like someone had taken the entire contents of a museum and shoved it all in this one room. Objects of all shapes and sizes were everywhere, stacked on top of each other in leaning towers, in heaping piles, lying across the ground. I could hardly see the stone floor.
Sir Armand let go of my arm and disappeared behind one of the piles. I heard shuffling and then he emerged carrying a large, square cushion. He slapped the fabric—a cloud of dust rose in the air—and set it on the ground at my feet.
“It isn’t much,” he said gently, “but it’s all I can find.”
I nodded, staring absently at the pillow on the floor.
Sir Armand hesitated a moment, and he walked past me but stopped at the door. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry.”
The compassion in his tone made my eyes fill with tears until one escaped, rolling down my cheek.
He hesitated at the door a moment longer as if deciding whether or not to speak further, and at last he said, “Good night, princess.”
 
 



Chapter 7
Danton
 
 
I walked over to a stack of boxes and kicked it as hard as I could.
They collapsed in a loud crash, marbles exploding all over the floor. I was going to kill Stefan. I couldn’t believe he’d told the king, especially after how he’d lied to me this morning. But standing there, succumbing to my emotions, it was difficult deciding which I felt more, anger or pain, because they both swirled like a maelstrom inside of me.
The boxes slowly settled and the marbles stopped rolling along the stone floor.
What have I done?
Stefan had told the king, but, really, did it matter? It would’ve only been a matter of time before the king found out anyway; I couldn’t have kept it from him for long. He just wasn’t supposed to find out until I’d figured out what to do about it.
Now he knew, and I was powerless.
Fleck’s face flashed in my mind, the fear in his eyes, the horror, and I remembered the story he’d told me about his parents. Fleck was a child and he depended on me, and I…
I shut my eyes tight and slumped to the ground.
I’d let him down. I’d delivered him right into the hands of the very man who had killed his parents.
I was worse than my grandfather.
My door creaked open.
A servant poked his bald head in, noticed me and pushed the door all the way open. Servant after servant filed through the door, all of them carrying giant stuffed bags. They walked to a patch of floor space, set their bags on the ground, and then left—all except the first baldheaded servant. 
He placed a hand over his heart and bowed his head with reverence. “The king has asked that you help prepare the decorations for the grand ball tomorrow evening.”
The king wanted me to do…what? And what grand ball?
The servant opened one of the bags and pulled out a long, thorny stem with a closed bud at the end. “You are to remove the thorns from each stem.”
“You’re kidding.”
The servant continued like I hadn’t spoken. “Once he feels you are ready, you’ll be escorted back to your room.”
This was ridiculous. “And when will that be?”
The man bowed his head. “Goodnight, princess.”
“Hey, wait!”
The door shut and latched.
“Ugh!” I growled to no one.
I couldn’t stay down here, picking thorns off of flowers. I needed to be with Fleck—I needed to find out what the king planned to do with him.
The faster you get it done, the faster you’ll get out of here.
Fuming, I glared at the bags and walked over to them. One had been left open, and inside was a pile of stems. I reached in and grabbed one.
A thorn pricked my finger, and I dropped the stem and sucked on my fingertip. It felt like my finger had a heartbeat.
These were supposed to be decoration for a ball? Just how sadistic were these people?
I started searching the room for something that would help…gloves, pliers—anything. I lifted boxes, pushed aside furniture, and then I noticed a red cloth draped casually over what looked like a small painting.
Hmm, maybe if I wrapped my hands…
I pulled the cloth from the painting and froze.
It was the man in the mirror, the one that’d looked like my dad, right before he’d transformed into that terrifying ghost. It was a portrait of him, sitting in a chair, with that same smirk on his face, like he had a great secret, a terrible secret, and the rest of us were about to suffer for it.
But who was he?
There was a golden plate on the bottom. I bent over to get a closer look.
Eris Mordryck R—
The rest had been scratched away.
Even though it was just a painting, I felt like he was watching me, studying me. I picked up the portrait and turned it around so that it faced the wall. Whoever this Eris was, I certainly didn’t like being down here alone with him.
After I’d wrapped my hands, I returned to the bags, pulled one free, and started picking off the thorns. The cloth helped some, but the thorns were like little daggers and there were so many of them that it was difficult getting a good grip without brushing against them. Once I had all the thorns removed, I glanced back at the other bags and sighed.
It was going to be a long night.
I pulled the next stem and went to work, and once I was done, I set it beside the other and paused.
The one on the ground, the one I’d already de-thorned, had bloomed. What had been a bud a few minutes ago had been replaced by what reminded me of a dandelion weed, except these seeds were black with glittering silver tips, and it was absolutely beautiful. I picked it up, held it to my lips, and blew.
Unlike the dandelion weed, these seeds stayed put.
One by one, I pulled each stem from the bag, picked off the thorns, and soon had a pile of beautiful black and silver flowers. My fingers had suffered in the process and were so numb I wondered if I’d ever get my feeling back.
I didn’t know how much time had passed, but I was at the bottom of the last bag when there was a soft knock on the door.
Sir Armand stepped inside, glancing at my mountain of flowers before looking back at me, and he smiled. “Time to escort you to your room, princess.” I could feel that he was glad to deliver this news.
“What do I do with these?” I gestured to the pile.
“Leave them,” he said. “The servants will gather them.”
I stood, unwrapped my hands—I felt something like pride from Sir Armand—and joined him at the door.
He hesitated there, staring at the flowers. “It is a painful thing, having one’s outward defenses stripped away, but it’s necessary. Only then can one learn to trust what it harbors inside, and then it can shine brilliantly.”
He met my gaze, then, and gestured for me to leave. 
Sir Armand didn’t say another word as he led me down the halls, back to my corridor. The castle was quiet and judging by the darkness of the windows, the night had ruled supreme for hours. Sir Armand stopped before my door.
“Your father wanted to get you, but he was detained,” he said for only me to hear.
I nodded slowly, understanding. Dad had been forbidden by the king to come and get me. 
He started to turn and paused. “It might interest you to know that the Daloren child has been in his room all evening, under tight surveillance.” With that, Sir Armand disappeared back down the hall.
Fleck.
I ran down my corridor toward his tower, quietly as I could, but as I turned down his hall I ran into a couple of guards.
“The tower is off limits, king’s orders.”
I was really getting sick of those two words.
“I won’t be long,” I said, “I just want to see—”
“The tower is off limits,” the guard repeated, slower this time.
I glanced past them, up the winding staircase flickering a soft gold from the torchlight. I could just get a sense of him, up there in his room. He was weary but he wasn’t afraid, not now, anyway. There were others with him, too. I couldn’t tell who, but their intentions didn’t seem bad. In fact, they seemed almost bored.
“Goodnight, princess.” The guard’s voice was firm.
With a sigh, I turned and headed back to my room.
Tomorrow. I would find a way to see him tomorrow, when there were more people around who could help me, like my dad.
I was about to turn down my hall when I heard laughter, and I paused. A group of young people were gathered at the end of another corridor.
Just turn around and keep walking.
One laughed and stepped back into the moonlight.
Isla.
The other two girls were there with her, and Denn and a few of Denn’s friends, including Laird and Felix. I didn’t know what they were up to, but it couldn’t be good.
Something the size of a firefly glittered in the air and Denn closed his hands around it with a wicked grin. He opened his hands and the creature started to fly away, but Felix pointed a finger and a blue light shot out and hit the creature. The creature’s pain stabbed through me like a knife as it flew in a circle before ramming into the glass and sliding out of view.
The girls laughed, and my blood boiled.
I walked toward them, fists clenched at my sides, forgetting the pain in my fingers. One of the boys looked up and nudged Denn, and soon the entire group was smirking at me.
“Look who it is,” jeered Isla. “I’m so glad to see that the princess is feeling better. We were so very worried about you.”
The others snickered.
I ignored them. “What are you doing?”
Denn folded his arms. “Nothing a princess needs to concern herself with.” He looked at me with something vengeful in his eyes. “Tell me, how are your fingers?”
I clenched my jaw and stopped before them.
The little light sparked, struggling to fly through the window, and Felix zapped it with blue light again. The little creature shrieked like dissonant chimes and fell to the floor; the others laughed.
“Stop it!” I yelled. “You’re killing it!”
I dove to grab it, but Laird shoved me back.
“Not so fast, princess. We found it; it’s ours. Besides, don’t you have some flowers to de-thorn?”
They all laughed while Felix prepared to zap the creature again. I lunged and knocked him to the ground.
No sooner had the others started shouting when a deep voice sounded from down the hall, “What’s going on down there?”
The commotion died and everyone backed away, leaving me on the ground with Felix. Felix scrambled away, and I climbed to my feet as a young man with shining blond hair and pale blue eyes appeared before me.
It was the boy I’d seen fighting in the courtyard, the handsome one.
He studied me a moment while his curiosity ran strong. He glanced to the floor, where a little light slowly faded in and out, much dimmer than before. He bent over, picked it up, then looked around the group while the group averted their eyes.
The young man stood tall and elegant and looked every bit the aristocrat. “Come, Denn, this is hardly a challenge for you.”
Denn folded his arms. “We’re just having a little fun.”
The young man’s eyes flickered to me. “Perhaps you should have your fun elsewhere and with an—” he glanced at his palm “—equal opponent. I might suggest looking in the stables. I think I saw some wild pigs out there that should suffice.”
Denn’s fury surged and his face burned red.
Who is this guy?
Enraged, Denn walked away, the boys following after him.
The girls lingered, though, and Isla looked embarrassed. But she wasn’t embarrassed—no, I could feel her satisfaction. The embarrassment was a show.
“Watch your company, Isla,” the young man said.
Isla nodded. “Yes, my lord.”
My lord?
Wait, so he was…
The girls hurried away, and when I turned back, the young man was watching me.
He was handsome—very handsome. His eyes were bright and blue and the angles in his face gave him a sort of natural authority. He stood tall with pride, but not the arrogant kind. His was the kind of pride that stemmed from ability and courage.
He glanced down at his hand and unfolded his fingers. The little light glowed dimly. The creature fluttered transparent wings, and that little chiming noise sounded again.
“Will it be okay?” I asked.
He regarded it a moment, lips tight. “I believe so. You got here just in time. Here.” He held his hand before me.
I opened mine and he carefully placed the creature in my palm. It reminded me of the pixie—the one I’d seen in the Arborenne—but this was even smaller, about the size of a bumblebee. Its entire body was aglow, fading in and out, and it fluttered its wings, tickling my palm.
“What is it?” I asked.
“A nyx,” he replied. “They usually keep to the Arborenne, but the festival brings all sorts of visitors.”
The nyx fluttered its wings, rose a few inches in the air, and fell back down in my palm with a melodic chime.
“I don’t believe we’ve officially met,” he continued. “My name is Danton.”
Danton.
As in Danton Pontefract, Lord Commodus’ son. The resemblance was slight; they shared the same eye color and same facial structure, but Danton’s eyes were warm and kind and his spirit had a gentle quality that his father’s severely lacked.
“You’ve…heard of me?” He looked nervous.
Way to offend the only person you’ve met that’s treated you with respect.
“Um, only a little.” I hurried to add. “Your dad’s Lord Commodus, right?”
“Yes,” he sighed, almost regrettably, extending a long, slender hand.
I accepted the gesture. “Daria.”
“I know.” His grip was so strong I winced.
He arched a curious brow, releasing my hand.
“My apologies,” he said, “I wasn’t thinking.” He waved a hand over mine, and the pain ceased.
I turned my hand over; all the little cuts had vanished. In fact, all physical traces of my punishment were gone. “Thank you.”
He nodded once, and one corner of his mouth turned up. “I had hoped to meet you earlier at the dinner. After all, I’ve been hearing about you for months now.”
Great. So much for making a new friend. “I’m sorry.” I looked away.
“Why are you sorry?” His tone was rich and entirely sincere. “The account I’ve received from my father gives me hope for the future of Valdon.”
I glanced back.
I liked his face. It was encouraging and reassuring, unassuming and kind, and the smile twitching at his lips made me feel connected to him, somehow.
“Do you normally wander the corridors at night?” He arched a brow and his smile grew. He had a nice smile that brightened the rest of his face.
My cheeks warmed, and I glanced back at the little creature in my hand. “No,” I said. “I was just on my way to my room when—” I nodded at the nyx. “You?”
“I was on my way to get some fresh air,” he said. “I grow weary of these social gatherings and usually take the first opportunity I have to slip out of there.”
Something about the way he said it made me grin.
He matched my grin. “Care to join me?”
Fresh air sounded nice, but that meant going to the courtyard and… “I’m not really feeling up to being around people right now…”
“Oh, no one will see us where we’d be going.” A spark lit his eyes. “But if you’d rather not…”
He let it linger and waited.
I didn’t know why, but I trusted him. Maybe it was because he was one of the few people I’d met that had treated me as an equal. Maybe it was because he was one of the few that had acted like they cared for me and besides, it seemed like the nyx could use some fresh air, too.
“Okay.” I arched a brow. “But I reserve the right to turn around at any given moment.”
His smile widened and the heat started spreading down my neck. “Deal.”
I followed him down the corridors, up stairs—ducking behind a corner as a servant passed. Danton nodded once it was safe to continue, and we walked until we reached a door about three feet too short of any normal door. He pushed it in; it was dark beyond.
I looked quizzically at him. He grinned and ducked into the darkness. With a deep breath, I followed him in. He closed the door after me and a tiny light appeared, floating over his palm. We stood at the base of a very narrow and very old stone staircase.
He turned and kept walking.
Round and round we walked, higher and higher, our boots scraping against the stone, until we reached a dead end. He pointed up, and there, right above our heads, was a square, wooden hatch. Danton waved his hand, power surged, and the hatch made a soft clicking sound. He pushed it up and cold air blew around me, and then he reached down to help me through.
Holding the nyx tightly in one hand, I grabbed his hand with my other, and the two of us climbed through.
We were standing on the roof of one of the towers.
The castle below was dark except for a few flickering golden windows, and it was quiet. From here, I could see down the hill all the way to the marketplace and, unlike the castle, it was very much awake.
The night sky was breathtaking. Thousands of stars twinkled above, big and small, bright and dim. Some were caught in a smudge of white, reminding me of the Milky Way. But it wasn’t the Milky Way; it was some other galaxy inherent to Gaia, twisting through the sky like smoke.
The majesty of the surrounding mountains had been reduced to mere shadows, their silhouettes black and jagged, a natural frame to the magnificent sky above.
The wind whipped around us and I held my cloak tight, clutching the little creature so that it wouldn’t blow away. The winter air was freezing and burned as I breathed it in, but it made me feel…free.
Standing up here, with no walls around me, the wind flowing through my hair. It was exhilarating, as though the wind carried my soul with it, away from this place—this world—never to be held captive again.
Danton was watching me and I suddenly felt self-conscious.
“I take it this is okay?” He grinned.
I smiled and joined him a little farther along the roof where it flattened out. “How’d you know about this place?” I asked.
He stared up at the sky. “I spent a lot of time here as a boy.” He looked thoughtful, his eyes lost in solemn nostalgia.
I sat down beside him. “Why’d you stop coming?”
He was quiet a moment. “When you’re young,” he said, “you miss things. You think those in power do everything they can to protect your best interest and that of the world. But”—he brushed a lock of hair from his face—“as you grow older, you begin to realize those adults are really just the selfish children of your youth, now experts in hiding their true intentions, consumed only with protecting themselves. When I began to realize that, I stopped coming here.”
Huh. He understood a lot more than I’d thought.
The little nyx fluttered in my hand and I unclasped my fingers. Her tiny wings sparkled in the night as she turned tiny round eyes upon me. They were wide and curious and…captivating. She moved in delicate wind chimes, but she felt stronger.
“She trusts you,” Danton said, gazing at her.
“Do you think so?” I asked.
He inclined his head. “I think she’s strong enough to fly away from you now.”
She continued staring at me, head tilted to the side, her wings fluttering behind her. She was so small and brilliant, as if one of the tiny stars above had fallen from the sky and landed in my palm.
At once she flitted her wings and rose in the air and, like a spark, whizzed away.
Danton smiled and I glanced away, uncomfortable.
It was so easy being with him, so natural. Aside from Thad, I hadn’t had that with anyone. Danton really seemed to understand what it was like—more than Thad possibly could—and the more I thought about it, the more I realized how similar our situations were. The son of a power-hungry man, impenetrable walls and giant fences, expectation after ridiculous expectation.
Not only that, he was handsome.
“You want to go back now,” he said.
It wasn’t a question.
I looked back at him. His blue eyes searched mine and he was careful to keep a safe distance, careful not to push and pry. It made me trust him even more.
“No.” I looked back at the stars. “Not yet.”
Danton was quiet a moment. “You are…lonely?”
Lonely.
Hearing someone else say it, hearing it come from someone else’s lips, made the feeling even stronger. Like it’d suddenly grown legs and arms and was marching around proudly inside of me, stomping on all of my organs.
I was lonely, and it was a different kind of lonely. Not because I was physically left alone; I’d been left alone all my life. But my soul was lonely. It didn’t have a companion, it didn’t have a confidant, and I’d never realized how much I’d needed that until I’d had a taste of it, with Alex.
When he’d left me the second time, he’d taken a piece of me with him. A piece I could never have back, a piece I wasn’t sure I wanted back, but it was a piece that had left me in a perpetual state of bleeding.
My eyes stung as the cold air gusted around me.
Danton slowly reached out and squeezed my hand. I blinked back my tears and glanced away, but I didn’t move my hand from his.
“It’s all right, Daria,” he whispered in the kindest tone. “If you didn’t feel alone, it would mean you’re one of them, and I wouldn’t be enjoying your company a fraction of what I am right now.”
I glanced back at him and grinned. He grinned back, squeezed my hand and let go.
“The world is a lonely place for those who don’t fall in line with its customs,” Danton said. “But know this: The only reason they mock you, the only reason they snicker and stare is because your differences—the very things that set you apart—illuminates their own vapidity. It forces them to look at themselves and think on what they could have been, if they’d had your courage. But people don’t like to do that so, instead, they’ll set their gazes upon you and criticize you for doing what they weren’t brave enough to do.”
His words lingered in the space between us.
I sighed. “Danton, not having magic isn’t what I’d call brave.”
“Actually,” he bent his head, thoughtful, “I would argue that it makes you infinitely more brave, because you are forced to live in a world that relies on nothing else.”
I rolled my eyes. “Thanks, but…”
“No, I’m serious!” He grinned. “Just think for a moment what would happen if, say, your grandfather didn’t have magic?”
What a happy thought. “Well,” I said, “he probably wouldn’t be king.”
Danton nodded. “What else?”
“Someone else would take over?”
“I mean about your grandfather,” Danton continued.
Hmm. If my grandfather didn’t have magic…
“He’d probably go into hiding until his magic returned and he could make himself king again,” I said.
Danton smiled. “My thoughts exactly. And what are you doing?”
“Getting myself grounded?”
He laughed; the sound was light and made me smile.
We were both quiet, then, and the wind rustled around us. But I didn’t feel cold anymore.
“This is your first festival?” Danton asked.
I nodded.
“You picked a fine year.”
I glanced sideways at him; the wind ruffled his blond hair.
“It’s the first year the prize is an entire territory,” he continued.
“What is the prize, usually?”
Danton intertwined his fingers around his knee. “Oh, you know, things like riches and honor and eternal glory,” he said with slight derision, “but never a position of real power.”
“So, why is it different this year?”
“I’m not sure why, exactly, but it has something to do with the year and the planets—” he waved at the sky “—at least according to our grand headmaster.” The spite had returned to his tone. “But Gaia has been without a true king ever since Galahad.”
“Who’s representing your territory?” I asked.
Danton hesitated. “I am.”
Add skilled warrior to the list of his good traits. “Are you nervous?” I asked.
He squinted at the stars and clenched his jaw. “Yes.” He paused, and the muscles in his face relaxed as he glanced back at me. “I won’t take offense should you be cheering for your brother.”
I smiled and we sat there like that, smiling at each other.
What are you doing? You just met the guy!
Embarrassed, I glanced away, feeling his disappointment.
“We should go back,” he said, not showing any outward signs of what he really felt. 
As much as I didn’t want to, I knew he was right.
He didn’t offer to help me to my feet, but waited patiently near the hatch in the roof. The two of us wound back down the narrow staircase, down the silent corridors, all the way back to my hall, where a couple of guards stood watch.
Danton saw them and glanced back at me. “Such a threat, you are. Are they always there?”
I rolled my eyes. “Always.”
“That’s unfortunate.” And he sounded like he really meant it. “This is where I’ll leave you, then.”
“Probably a good idea.”
He started to turn when I said, “Danton?”
He glanced back.
“Thank you, uh, for taking me up there, er”—Stop stuttering!—“it was…nice.”
Nice?
Great, you have no magic and, apparently, no vocabulary.
Danton’s entire face lifted with his smile. “I enjoyed every moment of it. Perhaps,” he hesitated, “we can do it again, sometime?”
I felt the heat rise to my face. “I’d like that.”
He took my hand and held it to his lips. “Goodnight, Daria.” His lips warmed my fingers, and he slowly let go and retreated back down the hall.
His cloak fluttered behind him as he disappeared down the corridor, walking with the easy confidence of one that hadn’t a care in the world. Not at all like he felt the pressure of the games or the weight of the prize.
You’re still staring at him, doofus.
I headed straight to my room feeling confused and little…guilty. But why should I feel guilty? It wasn’t like anyone had a claim on me or anything. No, he obviously didn’t care about me like that. In fact, he was supposed to have been here tonight, for the Aegis dinner, and he hadn’t exactly gone searching the halls trying to find me.
Even though I knew I had to get over him, even though it still hurt me to think about him, I couldn’t help but feeling like I was betraying him.
Betraying myself.
 
****
 
I was running, hard.
The sun warmed my skin as I breathed in the scent of grass and pine. Sweat beaded on my forehead as I bounded through the green fields.
He wasn’t too much farther; I could see his dark hair ducking into the pine trees.
I sprinted harder, my heart pounding as I rustled through the grasses, and once I finally reached the tree cover I stopped, panting.
Where did he go?
A shadow leapt at my side, knocking me to the ground.
I laughed, trying to wriggle free, trying to gain advantage, but he was too strong. He was always too strong these days.
I slipped my leg around his, but I couldn’t lock him down. I looped my arm through his, but he jerked it free. We tumbled and rolled on the ground until, at last, my arms were pinned behind me, Alex’s knee ground in my back, and one side of my face was shoved into the dirt.
“I’m gonna tell your mom to stop feeding you!” I laughed, gasping for air.
“And I’m going to tell Alaric to start.” There was a smile to his voice.
I groaned as I tried to move, but his grip around my wrists only tightened.
He leaned closer, his breath hot and quick from exertion. “Say it,” he panted.
I made a face and he chuckled, tickling my ear.
“I’m not letting go till you do,” he said and, to emphasize his point, he ground his knee harder into my back.
“Okay, fine,” I grunted. “You win.”
I could almost taste his pleasure.
“Now, that wasn’t so hard”—his lips brushed against my ear—“was it?” He let go of my wrists and removed his knee from my back.
I rolled over onto my back, slowly recouping my oxygen loss, while Alex knelt beside me. His tanned cheeks were bright pink, his dark hair was a curled disaster, and the green in his eyes was so radiant it caught me off guard. 
He smiled, and my breath stuck somewhere in my throat. I’d never seen him smile like that before. It was soft and gentle and went beyond his lips, as if drawing every piece of him with it, making me suddenly self-conscious.
I pushed myself to a sitting position and glanced away.
“There’s dirt on your cheek.” He sounded thoroughly amused.
I glared at him and wiped my face on my shirt.
He grinned. “You missed a spot.” He reached out and brushed his fingers along my cheekbone.
My insides filled with a thousand butterflies.
His fingertips lingered there and, after a long moment, he pulled his hand away. “There, that’s better.”
That smile had returned, and this time something warm began overtaking my butterflies.
What is wrong with me?
Uncomfortable, I crawled to my feet and wiped my hair from my face. He didn’t move, but I felt him watching me.
“Any idea what time it is?” I asked.
Alex stood and dusted his jeans. “Probably time for us to head back.”
I couldn’t be sure, but he almost sounded disappointed.
Two birds chirped overhead, fluttering through the air and dancing around each other before darting into a tree.
I faced him. His features had turned guarded and withdrawn, which had been common for him lately. I didn’t like it, either. “You walk in front.”
He smiled, but it failed to touch his eyes. At last, he raked a hand through his dark hair and led the way back.
The breeze rustled through the fields as we walked back to his house, and neither of us spoke. It was a strange silence, too, heavy and apprehensive, as if there were a thousand words just waiting to be said but rendered silent by some invisible barrier.
Why was the wall there? Who had built it?
And, more importantly, where was I when it had happened?
His house came in view and he paused. He didn’t turn to face me; he just stared absently at his home as the wind ruffled the hair around his face.
He wasn’t a little boy anymore. The softness in his face was growing sharper and more defined, and where he’d once been skinny and hollow, rounded muscles were beginning to shape his clothing.
When had that happened?
“You okay?” I whispered.
He blinked and looked at me.
For a split second, I saw everything. The pain, the struggle, the torment and sorrow—all of it lay bare before me. It was gone as fast as it had come, though, and he looked back at his house with a sigh.
“Your dad’s here,” was all he said, and he walked on, away from me.
 
 



Chapter 8
Blood Ants
 
 
When I woke the next morning, I could still smell the grasses and pine. I could still feel the sun on my skin, feel the breeze in the air, and I could still see Alex’s beautiful face before me.
My chest ached.
It was a memory I’d forgotten, one that had happened years ago sometime right before he had left, and it was strange that I should remember it now. Stranger still that I saw it differently, understood things now that I hadn’t understood back then.
That his distance had been a result of his guilt. That his torture had been a result of his lies, that his silence had been a result of this life.
And that I had loved him even then without knowing it.
At this rate, how could I ever expect to move on? Even my dreams wouldn’t let go.
“Good morning.” Rhea peeked her head in, smiling. “Sleep well?”
I yawned and stretched my arms.
“I’ve a note for you,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed.
Curious, I took the small, folded paper from her hands. She glanced at my hands and then looked back at me, confused. “I’d expected to see cuts on your fingers,” she said.
“Dant—” I yawned “—on.”
“Ah! Well, I’m glad someone healed them for you.” Her voice turned serious and empathetic. “I’m so sorry about what happened. Your father told me.”
Dad. “Where is he?” I asked.
“Trying to talk sense into your grandfather. He wanted to see you last night, but the king forbade it.”
Of course he did.
“Is Dad talking to him about Fleck?”
She nodded. “Your father trusts King Darius with Fleck’s welfare as much as you do.”
I wasn’t sure if that was comforting or frightening.
Rhea placed a dry hand over mine—her hands were always dry, and had turned more so with the cold weather. “Your father is a good man. He’s doing everything he can for Fleck.”
“Where’s Fleck?” I asked.
“Still in his room surrounded by a small army. Try not to worry too much, yet. The king won’t act until the festival is over and until then, Fleck will most likely remain in his room. There’s still time.” She squeezed my hand.
Time.
Time was the hope of the helpless.
She stood, then. “Speaking of time, best open that.” She gestured toward my note. “I believe it’s time sensitive.” She winked as she smiled, and left.
I glanced down at the paper in my hands. It was stiff and sealed in red wax with a “P” stamped into it. Curious, I lifted the wax and unfolded it.
 
Daria—
 
I hope you do not find this untoward, but I am anxious to see you again. I am going for a ride at half-past eight and would be honored by your company. If you’re free and would care to join me, I’ll be waiting in the empty stable in back.
—Danton
 
Riding.
Just the thought of it excited me.
But it was with Danton.
Thinking about spending time with him after last night’s dream made me feel…confused.
This will help you get over him.
But that meant I’d be using Danton.
You aren’t using him. You like him.
Did I?
Either way, it wasn’t like Danton had asked me out on a date or anything. He was just asking me to ride, and he had clearly been concerned about coming on too strong.
I glanced at the clock. It was ten after already.
I jumped from my bed, threw on my leathers, ran my hands through my hair, and bolted to my door, pausing at my mirror.
I looked like I’d just woken up.
You did just wake up.
With a grunt, I threw open my door and ran down the hall toward Fleck. I needed to check on him, see that he was all right. When I reached his tower, a new set of guards stood at the entrance. Their eyes settled on me as I approached.
“This tower is off-limits,” one of them said. “King’s—”
“—orders,” I finished. “Yeah, I know.”
I reached out with my senses, past the irritated guards, up the empty stairwell. Fleck was there, comfortable and sleepy.
But he was there, and I breathed a little easier.
“If you already know,” sneered the other guard, “then why are you here?”
“No reason,” I said, and hurried off.
I ran all the way to the stables, but once they were in view, I slowed to a walking pace. Danton didn’t need to know I’d just woken up, or worse he’d think I was really that eager to see him. A clock on one of the towers said 8:28 a.m.
I walked into the stables; it was quiet and cold.
He said he’d be waiting in back, in the empty one.
I walked past the horses, all the way until I reached the very last, empty stable, and I walked inside. There was a horse in the stable beside me, munching away on what remained of his feed.
Strange that Danton would have me meet him here. Maybe he didn’t want anyone seeing us…
The wooden floor above me groaned, and before I could react, a mountain of hay fell on top of me, followed by high-pitched giggling.
I stumbled through the hay as it snagged and tore at my hair and clothes, itching and scraping, but that was the least of my worries. Fat red ants were everywhere. They crawled all over my skin, my face, and they bit hard.
“Whatever could the princess be doing in the stables at this hour?” Isla asked in a very innocent tone. “We aren’t…meeting someone, are we?” Her dark eyes filled with rancorous delight.
I forgot the stinging on my skin, and my body shook with rage. “You.” I lunged at her but tripped over a pile of hay and fell, face first. The girls with Isla laughed.
Isla gazed at me with mock sympathy. “I feel I should warn you about the blood ants. They leave nasty rashes that last for weeks.” She shook her head and tsk-tsk-tsked. “Such unfortunate timing.” She sighed, and then smiled. “See you tonight at the dance.”
The three of them disappeared as more and more bites burned my arms. 
I brushed them off, but it was no use. There were already little pink welts erupting on my hands and wrists. No telling what my arms and legs looked like beneath my leathers.
Danton had never written a note; it had been Isla.
I kicked a plank of wood on the next stable, and the horse inside whinnied and backed away from his trough.
“Now, is that any way to say good morning to a horse?” Thad’s voice sounded nearby. He stood near the stable entrance, leaning against a wall with a smirk, and Egan was bounding toward me.
“What are you doing here?” I growled.
He arched a brow and pulled the grass from his lips. “Let’s just say I saw three pretentious beauty queens running from stables, and I was…a little concerned.”
I turned from him, and Egan skidded to a stop. He dropped his nose and whimpered, pushing at the ground—the ants—that had fallen from my arms, and then backed away with his tail between his legs.
“Big baby,” I said, and went back to picking the hay out of my hair. I hurt everywhere and my skin itched so badly it burned, but every time I scratched it, the welts spread.
“By the way”—Thad stood closer, now—“what are you doing back here, standing in the feed stores, er, what were the feed stores?”
I winced, playing tug of war with a piece of hay over my hair. “What does it look like I’m doing?”
“Trying to make yourself unrecognizable?”
I glowered. “If you’re gonna stand there and make fun of me, you can leave.”
He folded his arms and stood firm while Egan sat at his feet. Leaving seemed to be the last thing on his mind.
“Fine!” I said. “Those pretentious beauty queens tricked me into meeting them here, and then a pile of bug-infested hay fell on top of me.”
The grass in Thad’s mouth stopped rolling, and as much as he tried, he couldn’t keep his smile from coming. “Isla, Isla, Isla,” he said to himself. “I’m impressed.”
I narrowed my eyes and started walking away from him.
“Whoa, there, Rook.” He grabbed my arm. “You can’t go outside looking like that.”
“Well, I’m not staying in here with you all day.”
He beamed. “You’re right. You could never be that lucky.”
I snorted and he laughed.
“Oh, come on. Admit it.” He gestured to me. “It’s pretty funny.”
I folded my arms. “You’re not the one—” a bug bit me, and I slapped it “—covered in hay and ant bites.”
“True.” He pushed himself from the railing and stepped closer to me. “That was pretty nasty, luring you back here to drop blood ants all over you, but you do realize what this means, don’t you?”
“That I’m going to kill her?”
“It means,” he said, “that the great and indomitable Isla actually feels threatened.”
That was it? That was his big reveal? “Seriously?” I made sure my voice sounded as peeved as I felt.
“Rook!” He grabbed my shoulders and squeezed, his eyes full of pride. “It’s a huge compliment! I mean, take me, for instance.”
I rolled my eyes.
“My pranks are reserved for those worthy enough to appreciate their beauty,” he said. “Those important enough that I can inflict an impressive amount of damage.” 
“So, what you’re saying is I’m not worthy or important?”
He laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m saving my best prank for you, yet.” He winked. 
I made a face at him then winced as another ant bit me.
Thad backed away, eyeing me thoughtfully while scratching his neck. “Yeah, I sorta forgot those bloody ants like to hang out in the feed here.”
“Can you do anything about this?” I gestured to my itchy self.
The grass rolled in his mouth. “I can help the itching but, uh, you might want to wear long sleeves tonight.”
Great.
The air pulsed from his hands and wrapped around me like a cool, damp cloth. The itching faded until it was almost gone.
My hands were still red and splotchy and I had the distinct feeling that I didn’t want to see my face.
“Here.” Thad wound out of his cloak and threw it at me. “Do us both a favor and wear that in public until the swelling fades.”
I shrugged into his cloak.
“The hood,” he encouraged.
It really was that bad. I tugged the hood over my head, and Thad looked pleased. “Much better,” he said. “So much for a happy birthday, eh?”
Happy birthday?
Oh, right. Today was my birthday. I’d almost forgotten.
We stepped out into the cold morning air with Egan at my heels. My bites burned a little, but whatever Thad had done had helped tremendously. The courtyard was unusually busy this morning. People strolled by, smiling and chatting with each other, their excitement lingering in the air like sweet perfume. The dance was tonight; they were all talking about it.
And I was going to look like I’d run through a beehive.
Fabulous.
“So, you didn’t get in trouble about yesterday,” I said.
Thad shrugged. “I always get in trouble,” he said. “I’m just not important enough to stay in it.”
I glared and looked ahead, and I noticed a handsome young man walking toward us.
Danton.
“Crap!” I gasped.
“Where?” Thad asked.
I fumbled in my cloak, making sure it covered as much of me as possible. “I can’t let him see me like this.”
Thad’s understanding surged with an embarrassing amount of amusement. “Calm down,” he whispered. “I got you covered.”
I opened my mouth to say something when Danton said, “Thaddeus Mendax!” Familiarity rang in his voice.
“Oi, there, Point of Fact,” Thad said.
Danton chuckled and stopped before us. “Staying out of trouble?” he jeered. “How unlike you.”
“Enjoying intermission, actually.” Thad grinned. “I know how you hate it when I steal your limelight.”
Danton shook his head. “Well, hello, boy.” Danton crouched and scratched Egan between the ears while Egan sniffed Danton’s boots. I felt Danton’s eyes on me, and I turned just enough to keep my face shadowed.
“Who’s your friend?” Danton stood.
“Just a guest Master Jaren asked me to show around,” Thad said without hesitation. “And where is Lord Point of Fact headed this morning? I’m surprised to see you so up and alert. I heard you had a rather late night.” Thad’s tone was lathered in implication, and I suddenly felt warm all over.
Danton didn’t seem flustered in the slightest. In fact, he seemed as cool and confident as ever. “You know I’d never trust you with that kind of information.” Danton smiled.
“Worth a shot, though,” Thad said.
Danton chuckled, but I felt his curious eyes on me once again. “See you tonight?” he said at last.
“The largest gathering of self-importance in the history of Gaia? I wouldn’t miss it even if your life depended on it,” Thad replied.
Danton smacked Thad on the shoulder and walked on.
I waited till I could no longer sense him before speaking, but then Thad beat me to it.
“Don’t tell me you were with Point of Fact last night.”
I looked at him through my hood; his brow was arched and his lips were shaped in disapproval.
“I was locked in a dungeon picking thorns, remember?”
Thad’s jaw dropped and the grass fell out of his mouth. “You were with Point of Fact!”
My eyes narrowed. “So?”
“So…he’s probably the only guy in the world Del Can’t can’t stand.”
How convenient. “And I care what Alex thinks because…?”
“Because you still care about him,” Thad said, and I started to argue but he cut me off. “Don’t act like you don’t. Anyone with an eyeball could see how you change when he’s brought up. Not to mention, Point of Fact is the son of Lord Commodus—not your favorite person, from what you’ve said about him.”
“And?” My anger simmered. “Relation means nothing. Danton shouldn’t be judged by what his father has done. They are two totally different people.”
My tone silenced him, but it didn’t stop him from making a face.
At last, he said, “Whatever you say, Rook.” And he held his arms up in surrender.
We continued walking through the courtyard in a somewhat angry silence—well, I was angry, Thad was just irritated. Egan, however, was quite in his element, pouncing on fallen flowers and bouncing them between his paws, leaving behind trails of colorful petal piles. We passed a young couple, sitting on a bench and smiling at each other with splotchy red faces, and I remembered the Aegis dinner.
“How was the dinner last night, anyway?” I asked.
Thad sighed. “It’s okay, Rook. I know all you really want to know about is Del Can’t.”
I nudged him in the ribs with my elbow.
He grinned. “I will say, though, that I can see why you like him so much. I think I’ve got a man-crush on him, myself.”
I nudged him again, harder this time.
He laughed. “Okay, okay. I’ll stop.” He shook his head. “The dinner wasn’t anything special. Goldilocks seemed pretty upset, though, and your dad did a lot of frowning.”
“Did he say anything to you about us sneaking out?”
Thad shook his head. “Not really, but he did say—”
Someone screamed.
It came from inside the castle, not far from where we were standing. Thad and I exchanged a glance and ran inside.
People were huddled, whispering to each other, craning their necks to look toward the assembly hall. We pushed past them, past their tight and worried faces, until we reached a few armed guards that had begun pressing the people back.
“Everyone back!” commanded Sir Armand from my left, my dad right behind him.
Both men pushed through the crowd, anxious and uneasy.
The people whispered, afraid.
“He ran that way!” A lady pointed, her eyes wide with fright.
“Who?” my dad asked.
“The dark rider.” Her voice trembled.
Dad’s lips tightened and he glanced back at Sir Armand. Sir Armand turned to his guards. “You three go,” he said. They nodded and took off down the hall, their armor clanking over the stone floor.
“Did you see it happen?” My dad turned to the lady.
She shook her head as the gentleman beside her tried to calm her down.
Dad looked back at one of the guards. “Did he get inside?”
“No, sire,” the guard replied. “It seems like something scared him away.”
More guards had arrived at the scene and, per Sir Armand’s command, began pushing the crowd away, blocking off the hall.
“Go on,” said a guard before me.
“But that’s—”
“You heard the captain,” he continued.
I tugged off my hood and his intake of air was sharp.
“Sorry, princess,” he said, studying me with a frown, “but the orders are everyone—”
“Daria.” My dad’s voice was firm.
The guard stepped aside and I pressed forward. I noticed Sir Armand position himself before a man in armor, lying on the floor.
“What are you doing here?” Dad asked, his face wrinkled in anxiety. He was scared.
“What happened?” I asked.
He opened his mouth to say something but instead glanced over his shoulder at Sir Armand. “Daria, please don’t be wandering the castle alone.” His blue eyes were so worried.
“I’m not, I’m with Thad,” I said.
Dad glanced past me, saw Thad, and nodded. “It’s the dark rider,” he continued, his voice low. “He—”
Cicero appeared behind my dad. He nodded at me briefly before leaning to my dad’s ear, and whispered. My dad shifted and I could just see around him.
My blood froze and I suddenly felt sick.
A guard lay there in his armor, and his mask was gone. It looked as though someone had emptied him of his insides, sucked him dry, leaving only a shell behind. His skin was wrinkled like a raisin, ashen and folded. His eyes were gone leaving nothing but dark and empty sockets, and his lips were cracked and dry, hanging open with a silent scream.
Bile rose in my throat and my dad shifted back, blocking the dead guard from my view. I’d never seen anything so disturbing in all my life.
“Daria, I want you to stay in your room with Rhea until I get you for the dance tonight, all right?” Dad asked.
I nodded, speechless.
Dad started to turn, and I said, “Dad?”
He glanced sideways at me.
“What’s in the assembly hall? What was he after?”
“The unity stone.” Dad’s gaze was solemn as he held mine. “And he’ll try again. Let’s hope whatever scared him off this time returns when it happens.”
 
 



Chapter 9
The Grand Ball
 
 
“Can’t…breathe…” I said.
My lungs had gone from “slightly constricted” to “I’m about to die of suffocation,” in all of one pull.
“Sorry!” Rhea loosened one of the ties on my back, and I inhaled sharply.
Rhea stopped fiddling with my gown and moved her hands to something safer—my hair.
“Do I really have to wear this thing?” I pulled my strapless silvery dress up, but it slid back down to a level I wasn’t all that comfortable with.
I mean, really, they make straps for this sort of thing!
“Yes, dear, the dance is a major event,” Rhea said. “It’s the time when representatives from each territory come forth and show off their contestants for the games this year.”
“That still doesn’t explain why I have to wear this.” I gestured to my gown.
“It’s very important that you are there, looking every part a princess.” She adjusted a curl on my head and secured it with a silver pin. “There are still many in this world who have not yet seen you, and it’s best you make a lasting impression.”
“But the king won’t even—ouch!” I yelled, as she lodged a pin into my scalp.
“Sorry, dear, but you won’t hold still.”
I gripped the edge of my chair. “I still don’t understand why this festival is such a big deal.”
“Because,” Rhea continued, scouring my curls for her next victim, “the winner of the games will inherit Pendel, and with all seven territories governed, a true ruler can be named.”
“Who does the naming?” I winced as she adjusted a pin.
“The Dalorens, but only after all seven lords are in place.”
Fleck’s kind. “But I thought they didn’t leave the keep?” I asked.
“They don’t,” Rhea continued. “It’s been centuries since they’ve stepped foot on Valdon’s soil, but for the naming they’ll hold a ceremony here at the castle.” 
I didn’t like the idea of them coming to the castle, especially with Fleck here.
“King Darius isn’t a true ruler, then?”
She found a curl and twirled it around her finger. “He is and he isn’t. His family was…elected because the people needed a ruler, and that title has stayed with the Regius family ever since. But once that seventh territory is occupied, there can be a true king balanced by the other lords around him, and that king will have access to Gaia’s power—sanctioned by the power and wisdom of the Dalorens—which King Darius doesn’t have now.”
“How does that work—Ow!” I jerked as she stabbed me again.
Rhea pulled another silver pin from the dresser. “Only Gaia knows the answer to that one, dear. Bloodlines and such. But after Galahad’s lineage was lost, Pendel was lost, and since then, the people have had nothing but a prophecy given to them decades ago by the Dalorens, speaking of this night, when a new line can replace the old and the balance of power can be restored. The people have been impatient for this night. The games this year will be the only way to rectify their anger toward your grandfather.”
Stab.
“Okay.” I hunched away, holding my hands up defensively. “Can I at least keep the rest down?”
Rhea tapped her chin and smiled. “Perfect.” She spun me around and we both studied my reflection in the mirror. All my fears were confirmed. There was way too much skin showing and it looked like a toddler had been given paints and used my face for a canvas.
“Can we wipe some of this off?” I started wiping the blush from my cheeks and Rhea grabbed my hands.
“Not unless you want the bites to show. Besides, you look stunning, dear.” She squeezed my hand. “Trust me.”
“But I feel so…so…”
“Feminine?”
I set my jaw. “Well, the word I was going to use was ‘ridiculous,’ but I guess they’re pretty much the same thing.”
Rhea laughed. “You just wait.” She patted my bare shoulder. “I guarantee you’ll have a different perspective before the evening’s through.”
I highly doubted that. I’d only worn a dress like this one other time in my life, and that had been almost six months ago, when the king had decided to reveal me to Gaia, well, the Gaia that was present. I hadn’t liked it then, and I certainly didn’t like it now.
Not to mention, there were still little red dots all along my arms. Rhea had done an impressive job of covering the bites on my face with an ungodly amount of makeup, and my chest and back had somehow come out of the blood ant attack unscathed, but my arms? She’d spent about three hours using healing charms to get them to fade, and the end result looked like someone had stabbed me all over with a pushpin.
I’d tried persuading her to let me wear something more conservative and had pulled out a simple black dress with sweeping long sleeves and a top that buttoned around my neck. I had thought it would be nice, but Rhea had snorted and proceeded to tell me that the king wouldn’t stand for his granddaughter looking like she was attending a funeral in a convent.
So, I’d been subjected to this strapless, silvery, diaphanous…thing. In the middle of winter.
After much arguing, she’d agreed to let me take a scarf to cover my arms when it was time to leave. A see-through silk scarf.
“The bites are so small and the lighting will be so dim, no one will notice,” she had said.
There was a light rapping on the door.
“Don’t move,” Rhea whispered, and dashed away.
Voices murmured and Rhea was back at my side, carrying a bouquet of beautiful, exotic flowers, bright oranges and reds and yellows—hardly the shades of winter—and when I breathed them in, their scent tickled my nose and made me feel suddenly giddy.
“For you,” she said, and set them on the table beside me.
“But who…?’
She handed me a note.
The paper was heavy, the creases perfect and sealed with red wax and stamped with the letter “P”.
My cheeks flared and I spun on her. “Who sent these?”
“Relax.” She smiled. “Their family servant delivered them himself.”
I took a deep breath, stared at the note and very carefully lifted the seal.
 
Princess Daria—
 
I think I may safely assume that dancing is probably one of your least favorite pastimes, but I wanted to ask if you’d do me the honor of reserving one for me.
 
Happy Birthday.
Danton
 
 
I folded the note and looked back at the flowers feeling very, very confused. “Is this normal?”
Rhea tilted her head. “Is what normal?”
“Getting flowers before a ball?”
Rhea looked at me like I’d just spoken Chinese.
“I mean,” I continued, “giving flowers is something friends do, too, right? It is my birthday, so it doesn’t really mean anything…?”
Somehow Rhea’s eyes rolled without actually moving. She rested a hand on my shoulder. “Those are dragon’s breath from the Valley of Kings—the flower of raging passion.” She squeezed my shoulder.
Well.
I mean, I liked Danton. I really liked him. He was nice and personable, and talking with him on the roof last night had been the first time I’d felt at ease in months. The first time I’d actually felt at home here. But that didn’t mean I wanted him to send me flowers of “raging passion.” Actually, that complicated things a bit.
“Well,” Rhea continued, “your father will be here any moment to get you.”
Dad.
I hadn’t seen him since this morning’s ordeal with the dark rider. From what I had understood, the guards had never found him, the king had hurried to cover it all up, and everyone was happily distracted with the upcoming ball. Well, everyone except my father. He was unhappily distracted, and in that unhappy distraction had deployed even more men to guard the corridor that led to my room.
There was a tap on my door, and my door opened. Dad poked his head in; his hair had been combed neatly to the side and a green cape was slung over one shoulder. When he saw me he smiled.
“Hey.” I stood.
“Hey?” He stepped into the room looking like a prince. “Is that all I’m going to get from you now? Come here.”
I walked toward him and once I was within reach, he pulled me in his arms and squeezed tight.
“I love you more than anything in this world, do you know that?” He spoke in my hair.
I nodded.
“Fleck is perfectly safe,” he said. “He’s with Master Antoni and will be at the ball tonight.”
I sighed. “You’re not angry with me?”
“No, I’m not angry. I understand why you’re afraid for him but—” he pulled back to look into my eyes “—he’s dealing with things that are far beyond either of us, now, and he needs proper guidance.”
“What he needs is a family, and the king—”
Dad squeezed my shoulders. “The king is acting like a man worried for the safety of his kingdom. Be patient with him. He’s not going to harm Fleck.”
I didn’t believe that, but I wasn’t about to argue with my dad—the only man in the world who could, perhaps, persuade the king—when he was already doing everything he could for Fleck.
“Here.” He pulled something from behind his back. “I have something for you.”
It was a small box, wrapped in velvety green paper and tied with a black ribbon.
I arched a brow. “Dad,” I grinned, “did you wrap that yourself?”
“Well,” he glanced away, scratching his neck, “I had a little help from Sonya.”
My grin spread into a smile.
“Happy birthday, princess.” He smiled back.
With everything he had been dealing with, he hadn’t forgotten my birthday. I eagerly took the package from his hands, slipped the black string away and unwrapped the stiff paper.
Books.
And not just any books. Hardbacks of The Count of Monte Cristo, Pride and Prejudice, and The Lord of the Rings.
My favorite books from back home, from Earth.
“How did you…?” I gasped, flipping through the pages.
There was an inscription inside of The Count of Monte Cristo.
 
My beautiful daughter,
 
Since I can’t take you home right now,
I thought I’d bring a little bit of home to you.
 
I couldn’t be more proud of you.
 
Love,
Dad
 
I glanced up into his smiling eyes and threw my arms around him. He laughed.
“Thought you might like those,” he said.
“But where did you find them?” I asked, pulling away.
He held a finger to his lips and winked, but then his eyes trailed down my arms and his brow furrowed.
“Bug bites,” I said, carrying my books to my nightstand and setting them down.
His eyes flashed with concern. “What were you, attacked by blood ants?”
“Um…” I looked away and his concern smothered me.
“Daria!” he exclaimed. “What in Gaia’s name—”
“Hey, D.” Stefan stepped into my room, holding a bouquet of yellow flowers. His eyes were weary and his physique sagged, and he sort of reminded me of a wounded puppy. “You look beautiful.”
I folded my arms.
“I, uh, brought these for you,” he said, glancing at the flowers. “For your birthday.”
I glared at him.
Dad glanced between us and arched a brow. “Can you two settle your differences after the dance?”
Stefan opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out, so instead he glanced away, embarrassed.
“I’ll take them.” Rhea rushed to Stefan’s side, inhaled the flowers and smiled, then dashed into my bathroom humming that little melody she hummed sometimes when she was completely amused.
Dad looked at me, his expression serious. “You’ll explain that”—he nodded to my arms—“later. You’re sure you’re not feeling sick? Those things can—”
“Dad.” I shook my head. “I’m fine.” Yeah, my joints ached a little, but it was nothing life threatening.
He studied me a moment before sighing. “Do you have a scarf or anything?”
Rhea appeared behind me, see-through scarf in one hand, vase full of yellow flowers in the other.
Dad nodded. “Thank you, Rhea.”
She bowed her head slightly, and I took the see-through black scarf from her hands and draped it over my bare shoulders, wrapping it around my dotted arms.
Dad and Stefan escorted me to the banquet hall. Stefan tried talking to me. He said things like “I’m sorry” and “I had no idea,” but I ignored him. I was certain that nothing nice would come out of my mouth, and until I saw Fleck—until I saw with my own eyes that he was safe—nothing nice could.
As we got close, the murmur of voices grew louder and louder and I could faintly hear the sound of music. A small group of people had gathered near the ballroom entrance, dressed in fitted black suits, some with silver sashes. Right in the middle of the group was the king.
He looked regal, covered in green velvet, with jewels gleaming from his crown and fingers. The angles in his face were sharp with decision, his thin lips set with purpose, and when his intelligent blue eyes found us, they settled with satisfaction.
He said something to the men beside him, and the men bowed in respect and stepped through the doors into the ballroom. The hall exploded with noise and music until the door closed again, muffling it all.
Dad led us to the king, who waited poised like the statue of someone great, hands clasped before him. He seemed unnaturally large to me, then, as though his presence filled the room and all its spaces, and when he looked at me I felt as though he could see all I was, all I had been, and all he expected me to be.
We stopped right before him and Dad led me into a bow. It still felt awkward to me, bowing, and I was thankful I had Dad’s arm for support.
When I straightened, the king was studying me, but for once he was not frowning.
“Princess.” His voice was low, yet gentle, and there were hints of a smile on his lips. “You look positively exquisite this evening.”
I bit the inside of my lip and Dad nudged me in the side. “Thank you,” I said, glancing down.
I felt the king’s pride swell as he appraised me.
“You really are the ghost of your mother. It seems just the other day that she was here, lovely as you are, attending her first dance. I believe,” the king continued, tilting his head as he studied me, “that she would be quite proud of you.”
Dad squeezed my arm, and I swallowed.
For some reason, his statement made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure if it had to do with the fact that he had said it, or what it was that he had said.
And, yet, part of it gave me courage. My mother had been here once, standing as I stood, about to face a crowd of faces she didn’t know. I wondered if she’d been afraid, and then I thought she had been the kind of woman that would have faced her fears with her head held high.
So would I.
“Stefan.” The king nodded at my brother. “Well, shall we?” The king spun around and the doors opened for him.
Sound exploded and all I could see beyond was a brilliant golden shimmer.
I gripped Dad’s arm tight as we followed the king into the room, and I took a deep breath to steady myself.
The hall was filled with bodies and the room had a golden quality to it, like someone had taken a bag of glitter and sprinkled it over everything.
Hundreds of tiny golden candles burned above, floating in the air like a cloud, but the ceiling was gone. It opened to the night sky, allowing the cloud of candles to rise higher and higher, spanning to the stars, not leaving a patch of night sky untouched.
But even though we were exposed to the night, the air felt warm and enchanting. Not like winter. I breathed in tuberose and jasmine and traces of something sweet like honey.
We walked farther into the room, and the crowd began parting for us. So many faces, so many people I didn’t know. All of them staring…at me. The chatter and laughter in the room abruptly ceased, yet the music continued playing. Somehow the notes couldn’t fill the silence, not completely.
I thought of my mother again and stood taller.
The crowd continued to part, leaving a clear aisle to the front of the room. I squeezed Dad’s arm hard, and he squeezed me back. I could feel his pride as strongly as I could feel the admiration and curiosity of the people all around.
Watching me.
I heard whispers, too. Whispers of “the princess” and “beautiful” and “just like Aurora.”
I felt hot everywhere and wished I could hide.
I noticed Cicero and Sonya in the crowd, standing near the clearing. Finally, people I knew. Cicero was dressed all in black like my father, and Sonya wore an elegant black dress that shimmered when she moved.
She smiled at me and I smiled back.
Where was Alex? He had to be here somewhere…
Stop looking for him. You’re supposed to be getting over him.
But my eyes weren’t listening. They kept stealing glances at every dark-haired person we walked past. I noticed Isla, Rae, and Emera, then. The three of them smirked as their eyes lit with something wicked, and Isla leaned in to the boy on her right and whispered. The boy turned—it was Denn—and Denn stared me up and down, folding his arms with an ugly sneer, licking his fat lips.
I decided not to look at the crowd any more, and set my eyes on the front of the room where we were headed.
Instruments continued playing unmanned up ahead, their bows weaving and plucking with invisible players. To their right was a large silver stand with a handful of half-sized people working over a tapestry.
It was just the beginnings of one. Only the top had been woven, but they were busy, taking threads and weaving them together, completely preoccupied with their task.
And it would eventually be tucked away in the king’s study to be hung on a wall.
The king stopped at the front of the room, faced the crowd, and the music abruptly stopped. Dad turned me to face the crowd and my breath stuck somewhere inside of me.
Had we really walked through that many people?
At once, the entire room bowed. The king held out his jeweled hands as if to embrace the crowd and then, like a rising tide, they stood gazing respectfully at the king.
“Welcome, welcome,” the king said. “As most of you know, this festival is, perhaps, the most important festival in the history of Gaia. For centuries has Galahad’s lineage been lost and Gaia existed without a true heir.
“It is because of your fidelity to Gaia—your fierce devotion to her—that my family has had the honor of ruling in lieu of that true heir. The prophecies have foretold of a time when a new line can be established, and once that missing line is in place a true heir can be chosen.” He paused. “That time is now.” His voice filled every corner and, with a sweep of his hand, all of the candles inside the room dimmed to a dull glow.
“The events this next week will be difficult. They will be challenging and severe, pitting us against one another, and each of your champions will face evils greater than anything they’ve ever faced before. But,” he paused, surveying the crowd, “they are all necessary. Necessary to prove which character is worthy to unite us as it was intended centuries ago, so that the balance in power may be restored.” His eyes narrowed. “Let the games begin.”
With a wave of his arm, fireworks exploded through the candles and into the sky. Green and gold, red and silver.
The crowd cheered and clapped as dragons and knights on horses swirled in a battle of colorful sparks, exploding like glitter over everything.
The music resumed, and the next thing I knew, Stefan’s arm was around my waist.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
He pulled me closer. “Follow my lead,” he whispered, casting a smile at the crowd, and then he started moving me around the floor.
Dancing.
Wait, I didn’t know how to dance.
And everyone was staring at us, pointing.
“Stef, I—”
“Smile,” he whispered, gently squeezing my hand.
“What?” I asked as I tripped over my feet.
“Smile. You look furious.”
“What if I am?”
Couples from the crowd slowly joined us, spinning and twirling and laughing.
I stepped on Stefan’s toes and grumbled to myself.
He reeled me in. “Stop thinking too much…”
“Oh, maybe that’s why you’re such an idiot.”
He clenched his jaw and twirled me. “I mean stop thinking about the dancing. Just feel…and go with it.”
“Hmm.” I tilted my head, thoughtful. “I’m feeling like I should strangle you. Should I go with it?”
He sighed. “D, I told you I’m sorry.” Twirl. “He cornered me and I didn’t know what to say.”
I squeezed his hand harder than necessary and looked away.
The piece ended, Stefan and I exchanged a bow, and I hurried away from him. Everyone stared at me, but they moved aside, letting me through.
“Wow, Rook, don’t you look excruciating.”
I turned around, right into a smirking Thad.
“No, really, you actually clean up pretty nice.”
“And you cleaned up,” I said.
He was dressed up himself, fitted black pants and coat, and his usual messy brown hair had been styled. Well, sort of.
Thad’s smirk widened. “Glad to see you in a good mood. I wasn’t sure if I was going to get Angry Rook, or I’m-gonna-rip-off-your-head-and-spit-down-your-throat Rook.”
I rolled my eyes.
“Hey,” he continued, “I brought something for you.”
I arched a wary brow.
“Oh, come on. It’s just a little something. I couldn’t forget your birthday.”
Now I was really worried.
He dug in his pocket and pulled out a small black box. He took one look at my face and snorted. “Don’t look at me like I’m about to propose—open it.” He pushed the box forward. “You know how much I love my bachelorhood.” He winked.
Slowly, I took the box from his hands and lifted the lid.
Inside was a long and flat piece of what looked like obsidian, carved into the shape of a rook, just like the one he’d given me when we first met. Only this one was for decoration and had a tiny, opalescent stone sitting in the middle of it, like a heart.
A charm.
It was a beautiful little object, small yet mysterious.
“It’s for your scabbard,” Thad said. “Just press it on the leather—it’ll stick.”
“Thad, it’s perfect,” I whispered, running my fingers over the cool stone.
He shrugged. “Eh, it’s all right.”
I smiled at him. “Thanks.”
“Hey, I aim to please.”
I closed the lid back over the box, and shoved it into the folds of my gown. “By the way, have you seen Fleck?”
“Naw. The guild always likes to arrive fashionably late, so I wouldn’t worry.”
He seemed confident in his assertion, which helped me a little. I snagged a glass of red liquid from a passing tray, but no sooner had it touched my fingertips than Thad had taken it from my hands and downed the contents.
“Hey!” I said.
He wiped his mouth clean and set the now empty goblet on a small table. “Drinking already?” He wagged his finger. “I’m surprised at you. By the way, I owe you a compliment.”
I searched for another drink-bearing servant. “For?”
“The flowers.” He gestured to the table.
It overflowed with fruits and desserts, but in every space missing food was a cluster of black and silver flowers—the flowers I had de-thorned.
“They’re so beautiful and…un-thorny,” he said.
I narrowed my eyes and he laughed.
“How are your fingers and arms, by the way?” he asked.
“Strong enough to punch your face in.”
He laughed again, and shoved something square and chocolaty into his mouth. He looked past me and nudged me in the ribs.
“What…?” I followed his gaze.
The music had changed. It was lower, had a beat that reminded me more of a procession, and the crowd had parted again. King Darius stood at the front of the room with my father, Sir Armand, and a few other advisors.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I have the distinct pleasure of introducing this year’s champions.”
The crowd cheered and hollered in excitement.
“For our first champion,” the king bellowed, “Steerforth Gard of Alioth!”
Music competed with the crowd as orange and gold exploded above—the colors of Alioth. Fireworks boomed, shaped like gold stars, and banners waved effortlessly from the cloud of candles, and then I saw a young man walking through the crowd. He was tall but not too tall and wore clothes that were a convenient size too small for his muscular physique. And he winked at every young girl he walked past.
Oh, brother.
“If it isn’t Steerhead,” Thad said in my ear.
Trailing the young man was a group of four, dressed in black. They were carrying something between them that was covered in an orange cloth. Once they reached the front of the room, the set it off to one side and stepped away. The king walked over to the object, waved his hand over it, and the cloth disappeared.
The crowd went wild.
It was some sort of wide-rimmed iron bowl, sitting on three curled iron legs. Orange-tinged translucent gemstones filled the bowl, and the word Alioth was chiseled along the outside of the rim.
“What’s that?” I asked Thad, pointing at the urn.
He arched a brow and grinned. “That is how they’ll keep score.”
“With a bowl full of orange gems?”
Thad rolled his eyes. “Once the contestants are bound to the games, each bowl will hold a flame called the keeper’s flame. It’s a flame that tests character.”
“How does that work?” I asked.
“You’ll see at the ceremony.”
Steerforth took a rather exaggerated bow and walked back into the crowd, shaking hands and whispering to the ladies.
The music changed to something much more folk sounding, and the more I listened, the more I thought it reminded me of pirates.
“Our next champion,” the king continued, and the crowd hushed. “Ehren Venia of the Arborenne.”
Green and silver streaked through the air, and every orange flag was quickly replaced by one of silver with a green tree at the center. The crowd cheered as a boy with long silver-like hair walked through them. It was the boy with the purple eyes that I’d seen in the marketplace.
“Frosty’s in it, too?” Thad craned his neck to see. “I already put all my bets on him.”
I searched the crowd again, looking for any sign of the guild but found none. Where were they? And, more importantly, where was Fleck?
“Princess Daria,” said a smooth voice behind me.
I turned and almost ran right into Steerforth. His dirty blond hair fell loosely around his rich brown eyes—eyes that were staring at me like he was slowly taking my clothes off.
I folded my arms high over my chest and took a step back, feeling the sudden urge to slap him. “Yes?” I didn’t bother hiding my irritation.
“Sorry if I startled you. I’m aware that I…sometimes have that effect on people.”
Seriously?
Thad guffawed beside me, but the young man didn’t seem to notice. His eyes were too busy staring at my chest, and there certainly wasn’t much for him to stare at.
“How fascinating,” I said, positioning my arms a little higher.
Steerforth smiled a smile he must have thought was charming, but the effect it had on me was slightly more nauseating.
A couple girls sauntered behind him, batting their eyes. He winked at them and they giggled, but then I returned to being the unfortunate victim of his undivided attention.
He stood tall. “You probably already know this, but my name is Steerforth Gard. I just wanted to give you the opportunity to meet me in person.”
I forced my eyes forward to keep from rolling them. “Lucky me, I guess.”
Thad choked on his next bite.
King Darius announced Stefan while the color scheme changed to black and green, and the crowd cheered and hollered. I noticed Stefan’s golden hair moving through the crowd, and he was smiling.
The crowd loved him.
“You are even lovelier than the rumors,” Steerforth continued, grabbing my hand.
“Thanks.” I tried pulling my hand away, but he only held on to it tighter.
“I thought maybe you and I could spend some time together this evening, getting to know one another.” He looked at me like he was going to have me for dessert.
“Uh”—I jerked my hand free—“that won’t be necessary. I already have a date this evening.” I grabbed Thad’s arm.
Steerforth glanced between us and bowed his head. “Of course.” He grinned. “But should you change your mind—” he grabbed my hand and kissed it “—I’ll be waiting.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said curtly.
He left, and Thad died laughing.
“Is he always like that?” I asked, dropping Thad’s arm.
Thad shook his head. “Always.”
The music changed to something deep and menacing, and Danton’s name was announced from the front. I thought the music reflected Lord Commodus more than it reflected Danton.
The room lit with reds and blacks and the crowd cheered so frantically, I couldn’t see past them to the front where I knew Danton stood.
“Don’t look now, but Goldilocks is on his way over.”
Sure enough, Stefan was walking toward us. His bronze hair was unusually messy, and his cheeks were a startling shade of pink.
“Hey, D.” He grinned sheepishly.
Two girls appeared on either side of Stefan. They both had long, flowing blonde hair and were dressed in something glittery and…slightly see-through. Their big exotic blue eyes held something playful and seductive, and one of them reached up and ruffled Stefan’s hair. He blushed further. “Sedi, Elana…” He gestured to the girls—exact copies of each other. “My sister, Daria, and our friend, Thad.”
“Pleasure,” the girls said together with lilting voices as they smiled.
“Likewise,” Thad said, his amusement strong.
The girls smiled and giggled and leaned in to my brother.
Oh, please, Stef.
“Vera Neci of Gesh!” said the king from the front.
Wait, Vera was fighting in the games?
I craned my neck to see, but I couldn’t see anything over Stefan and his scandalous entourage.
“When did you two lovely ladies arrive in Valdon?” Thad asked.
“Yesterday,” they said in unison.
I leaned close to Stefan. “Stef,” I said through clenched teeth, “what are you doing?”
The girls moved aside and I caught a glimpse of the other side of the room, and my heart stopped.
Standing in the shadows was Alex.
 
 



Chapter 10
Alex
 
 
My memory of Alex could never do him justice.
It could never capture all that he was because the images in my mind were nothing but pale outlines in comparison.
He looked like a deity. Standing there, fearless and powerful, unaffected and alluring, dressed all in black with his sword hanging easily from his narrow waist. His arms were folded over his chest and his thick, black hair had been brushed back, making the green in his eyes shine brilliantly.
He smiled, then, and even though the smile wasn’t meant for me, even though he was clear on the other side of the room, I couldn’t breathe.
A young woman moved in closer to him and he tilted his head toward her.
Vera.
Somewhere I heard King Darius make his last announcement and the colors changed, but I was only distantly aware.
“Oi, there, Rook.” Thad nudged me.
Vera blended into the crowd about as well as Alex did. She wore a blood-red dress that was so tight, I wondered how she had ever slipped into it to begin with. It hugged her in all the right places, showing off her womanly curves, and the neckline plunged almost to her stomach. She smiled at Alex—I’d never seen her smile before—and then he took her hand and led her out onto the dance floor with the other champions.
I felt like I was sinking into the ground. I couldn’t bear to watch them, but I couldn’t pull my eyes away. His hands around her waist, her slender arms around his neck, holding each other close.
It felt like someone dropped a brick on my chest.
I was faintly aware that a hand gripped my arm and was pulling me. Heads and costumes spun in a blur of color and voices, and I felt like throwing up.
“You okay, Rook?” Thad helped me into a chair.
I’d probably have felt better if someone had punched me in the gut, kicked in my face, and tied me to the back of a horse that was running.
I cradled my stomach. “I need a drink.”
Thad shook his head and stood. “Look behind you.”
It was a table, a very long table, covered in an assortment of filled glasses. I reached for the closest one.
“Uh, probably don’t drink that one.” Thad covered the opening with his hand. “That’s what’s got Goldilocks so twitterpated. It’s faerie wine. Strong stuff for us ‘normal’ humans.” He nodded off toward the front and I followed his gaze to the edge of the dance floor where Stefan was dancing. Well, sort of. One of the girls was petting his hair while the other fiddled with the lapel of his jacket.
“Okay, what about that one?” I pointed to an unassuming vase of bright pink liquid.
Thad shook his head. “Nope. Love wine.”
Okay…
I pointed to a deeper pink. “That one?”
“Stronger love wine.”
“What the heck?” I gasped.
Thad shrugged, grinning. “Hey, don’t ask me. It’s the festival. They like to promote, uh, harmony.”
I snorted and pointed to a vase filled with something that looked like antifreeze.
Before Thad could respond, an astoundingly corpulent man walked to the table, poured some of the neon-green liquid into an empty glass, and took a sip. No sooner had it touched his lips than his face turned white, then blue, and he started yelling while fanning his tongue that was slowly being covered with…frost?
Servants rushed to his side and took the yelling man away.
“Can’t believe they actually left that stuff out in the open like that.” Thad stared after them.
“What is it?”
“Fire and ice from the Icelands way up north. It’s what they drink when it’s so cold your bones freeze. We all just call it liquid fire. The liquid part is the ice and you’re supposed to add a couple drops of fire. Otherwise, it’ll freeze your insides.”
That had been frost on the man’s tongue.
“Well, well, well, if it isn’t Point of Fact.”
Danton stood behind me looking very elegant in rich blues with his blond hair brushed away from his face. He smiled at Thad. “Good evening, Thaddeus. Not being a bad influence, are we?” He turned his smile on me, then.
His eyes were exceptionally blue this evening, and warm. My head started feeling a little fuzzy.
Thad preened. “You know, becoming a princeling has been good for your image. In fact, you look so good that I’m starting to feel hot and bothered.”
“And I see becoming an Aegis has done nothing for yours.” Danton held out a hand, which Thad accepted with a smirk.
Something passed between them, and Thad suddenly turned to me. “I’ll be leaving you two, now. I’ve got me some women to woo.” 
I remembered the flowers. The last thing I wanted was to be left alone with Danton. Even in a ballroom. “Wait, where are you going?” I looked at Thad.
“And Point of Fact,” Thad continued to Danton, “make sure the princess stays away from the liquor. She’s been eyeballing every tray that passes.” He winked at me and left.
I was a little afraid to look back. Danton was probably going to ask me to dance, and there was no way I was going out there knowing that he…
“You look beautiful,” Danton said, touching one of my curls.
Without thinking I jerked back, away from him, and I saw the disappointment in his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he started, “I didn’t mean…”
“Oh, er, it’s fine. I…” Say something coherent already! “Thank you for the flowers.”
He watched me, searching my eyes like he was trying to understand. “I shouldn’t have sent them,” he whispered at last. His blue eyes were so clear, so kind and considerate.
“No…I mean, they were beautiful. Really beautiful. Thanks.”
He sat in a chair beside me, leaning close but not too close, searching my eyes until finally, he smiled. “I promise I will not take offense if you don’t want to dance with me.”
He wasn’t pressing me at all. In fact, I could tell by his face that he expected me to say no but wanted to ask anyway, just to make sure. I wished I could return his sentiment, but I just…couldn’t. Not yet, anyway.
“It’s not that I don’t want to dance with you, I just…”
“Here,” Danton said, standing beside me. “Let me see if I can find you some water.”
I smiled. “I’d like that, thanks.”
He smiled back. “Don’t go anywhere.” And he ducked into the crowd.
I suddenly realized how noisy the room had become. The announcements had finished, as far as I could tell, and now six iron bowls, all filled with colored stones respective of each territory, were lined at the front of the room. Music and chatter and laughter had taken over—big, boisterous laughter. People had been drinking, and the noise would only get louder as the night continued.
I tried to swallow the lump in my throat but it was lodged.
I was afraid to look up—look anywhere—in case I saw him. In case he saw me. If I slipped away, would anyone notice? I could always say I wasn’t feeling well or blame it on the bug bites. I could find Thad and tell him to let Danton know. Certainly Danton would understand. I hadn’t seen Fleck yet, but Dad seemed confident that he was safe with the guild, and maybe I’d pass by them on my way out. It was late enough; they had to be coming soon.
The idea was sounding better and better by the second.
Slowly, I stood and started walking, keeping close to the wall, sticking to the shadows.
The music changed. What had once been lively and quick transformed into something sad and poignant. Every note slipped into the next as if each tone existed for the one that would follow. It was a melancholy sound, as if the instruments were lamenting the death of a loved one in their language—the language of the soul—and it was heartbreaking.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” whispered a voice in my ear.
I froze.
Alex slipped behind me and my heart raced. “The music,” he said from my other side; his breath warmed my neck. “It’s the story of lovers,” he lingered on that last word, “pulled apart by their world. One night, they decided to run away together, but once it was discovered, a witch put a curse upon them and, as the legend goes, the very next morning the woman woke to find she’d killed her lover in her sleep.”
I pressed my arms to my sides and I felt warm all over.
He stood close—right at my side but a half step behind, keeping to the shadows. The slip of space between us felt charged with an electric current, and when his arm brushed lightly against mine, little shocks tickled my skin.
It was strange, though, because as much as I tried, I couldn’t sense him. He was a void, cold and empty. Not like before. Not like when we’d kissed and I’d been engulfed by his love, his affection. That was all gone, now—gone like it had never existed—and in its place was…nothing.
“You aren’t dancing,” he said in a whisper so intimate it settled inside of me somewhere.
“I don’t dance,” I said.
“Interesting.” There was a smile in his voice. “What would you call that earlier, with Stefan?”
I thought of him watching me from the shadows, and my cheeks warmed.
“Tripping,” I said.
He chuckled in my ear, resonant and low, and my stomach filled with butterflies.
“You look like you’re enjoying yourself,” I said in a tone much more biting than I’d intended.
He stood quietly beside me, but I felt him watching me. I felt his eyes on my face like I could feel my own heart beating, and then fire licked over my body.
“Do I?” he said at last, touching the edge of my scarf and rubbing it between his fingertips.
I looked at him, and his eyes snapped to mine—my entire body pulsing with each heartbeat.
His gaze burned, brilliant and sharp, intelligent and strong, daring me to look away, daring me to try, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to.
“I hope I’m not…interrupting anything?” Danton appeared.
Danton wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at Alex, and a shadow passed over Danton’s face.
Alex tore his eyes from mine and turned to Danton. I couldn’t help but notice how small Danton seemed in comparison, and frail.
“Of course not, Danton,” Alex said with cold formality. “I was saying hello to an old friend”—old friend?—“and I was just leaving.”
Danton’s nose flared as he nodded. “Yes, I believe Vera was looking for you.”
“I’m sure.” Alex smiled a kind of smile that turned my heart to lead. He fixed cold eyes on me, then. “Daria…Danton. Good evening.”
And he was gone.
My breathing turned shallow, and I felt cold and hot all at the same time.
“I forget you and Del Conte grew up together,” Danton said, breaking the silence.
I felt his jealousy and shrugged it off. “I forget, sometimes, too.”
He studied me without expression, like he was waiting for me to say something, but I hadn’t a clue what that something was supposed to be.
“Danton, I…” I glanced away. “I’m sorry. I’m not feeling well.”
Which was true, but the sickness I suffered from was one I didn’t think I’d recover with chicken noodle soup and some Tylenol.
He eyed me a long, silent moment, his face blank. “Here.” He held a small glass of water before me, and I felt a twinge of guilt.
“Thank you,” I said. “Have you seen my father?”
If I were going to be permitted to leave early, my dad would need to know about it first.
“Yes,” Danton said, suppressing his disappointment, which I felt acutely. “He’s by the door. I’ll take you—”
“That’s all right.” I forced a smile. “I’d feel better if you stayed here and enjoyed yourself.”
“I’m not sure that I can, now,” he said.
He wasn’t whining; he was speaking with candor.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “Please don’t take it personally. Maybe we can see each other tomorrow if I’m feeling better?”
His eyes flickered over my face. “I’d like that. I’ll check on you later.”
I nodded and hurried off toward the entrance, almost bumping into a tray overfilled with drinks.
“Oh, sorr…” I started, but didn’t see anyone carrying it.
The tray hovered through the crowd, level with my waist, and then I realized it wasn’t hovering at all. It really was being carried. He wore two shiny black shoes, completely out of proportion with his skinny black legs, and the rest of his body was hidden beneath the tray. I had maneuvered closer to get a better look when he jerked his tray away, peered above the edge, and glared with two round black eyes. 
My own eyes widened.
Grool?
He was dressed in a tux and his three strands of hair were combed neatly to one side. Those black eyes glared at me down his aquiline nose. “No drink!” he growled, resting the tray back on top of his head and scurrying back into the crowd.
“You really should stay away from faerie wine,” said a raspy, feminine voice behind me.
I turned around and gazed right into a pair of familiar blue eyes.
Tran Chiton, the great mage. And he was dressed as a woman.
His white hair had been curled and piled on top of his head, stuffed inside of an oversized hat, making him look like a bouquet of flowers. He was wearing a ghastly amount of makeup, a fluffy blue gown, and had taken to fanning himself.
“Tran?” I gasped.
“Shh!” He winked at me and held a finger to his lips—had he painted his nails?—and then fanned his face again.
I threw my arms around him and he chuckled a strange, high-pitched chuckle before insisting I let go so that he could breathe again.
“Where have you been?” I asked.
“Keeping my eyes on things,” he continued in that feminine voice men sometimes do, but is hardly feminine-sounding at all. “And things are as dangerous as ever, with the return of the dark rider and all, but so very exciting, don’t you agree?” He winked again, and then he said, “You know, I have new respect for you women.”
I arched a brow.
“Mere walking requires at least a five foot radius of empty space, not to mention that dreadful line you must draw around your eyes—poked myself so badly I thought I was going to go blind. After all these decades, I finally lose my sight to eyeliner.” He shook his head.
I had noticed the crooked line he’d drawn when I was suddenly struck by a thought.
Maybe I wouldn’t talk to Master Antoni about Fleck after all. Maybe…
“There’s something I need to talk to you—”
“Such a curious floral display,” he interrupted, studying one of the nearby tables with a look of disapproval. “I would’ve gone with the popping patelles, myself. The spinis are simply so overused and that blasted silver gets everywhere. Come to think of it, I found some in one of my robes just the other day from about twenty years ago when I’d walked through a field of them.”
“Tran,” I said.
He glanced back at me and smiled as though I’d just appeared.
“I need to talk to you…about Fleck.”
Ms. Tran held the fan to his lips and dug something from the folds of his gown. He handed me a carefully folded silver kerchief. “Make sure no one sees this.”
I took it from his hand—the kerchief was wrapped around something small and hard—and I shoved it in the folds of my dress, right beside Thad’s birthday present. “What is it?”
“If you need to speak to me in private, use that.” Tran said and started walking back into the crowd with a little tray floating behind him.
“Wait,” I called after him, “You can’t just…go.” My last word dropped in a whisper.
I patted my pocket holding my gifts.
Well, whatever he had given me, he had said I could use to talk to him later. I sighed and went looking for my father.
As I passed, people bowed at me and hurried to step aside. Many of them smiled at me, which was something I wasn’t used to—particularly the young men.
I needed to get out of this room. Too many staring eyes…
My dad stood near the exit, laughing and smiling with a very rotund man, who had a flaming red beard he was scratching with a jewel-covered hand.
“Daria!” Dad beamed.
“Have you seen Fleck?” I asked as I approached.
Dad shook his head. “The guild still hasn’t arrived, but I imagine it won’t be much longer. Here, Tosca, meet my daughter.” He nodded to the broad man beside him, who extended a thick, hairy arm.
So, this was Lord Tosca, the man Alex had gone to serve.
“It is a pleasure, princess,” Lord Tosca said in a gregarious tone and bowed his head. “Lord Tosca, at your service.”
“Princess, what’s wrong?” Dad pulled me away. “Is this about Fleck, because I promise you he’s perfectly safe…”
I dropped my voice. “No, I’m not feeling very well.”
Dad searched my face and pressed the back of his hand to my forehead. “You do feel clammy.”
Thank you, nervous perspiration.
“I was wondering how long you’d last.” He glanced down at my scarf-wrapped arms. “I can get one of the healers—”
“No,” I interrupted, “I’d like to go to my room, if you don’t mind. Rhea can take care of me…as long as I’m not needed here for anything else?”
“No.” Dad studied me a moment. “Are you sure? It’s nothing to—”
“Dad, I’ll be just fine, and if I’m not better in the morning, you can find one of your healers, okay?”
At last, he sighed. “All right. Your grandfather will be disappointed, but he’ll have to manage.” He smiled and wrapped his arms around me, holding me close. “I’ll walk you to your room.”
He started to reach for my arm and I said, “No, my room isn’t far and the entire guard is standing watch between here and there. Besides, you’d better stay and keep an eye on things…like Stefan.”
He hesitated, but I saw the smile on his lips. “Good point.” He arched a brow. “In fact, maybe you should take him with you.”
I made a face, and Dad laughed. “On second thought, I don’t like the idea of my only son dying at the age of twenty-one, so I think it best he stay here with me.”
I grinned as he leaned forward and kissed my forehead.
“You’re sure you don’t want someone to go with you?” Dad pressed. “What about Thaddeus, or I thought I saw Sturgis around here somewhere…” He started searching the crowd.
“Dad,” I said firmly.
“All right,” he said at last, “but straight to your room, understand?”
I couldn’t stop my smile, and he smiled back.
I pushed through the doors, out of the room, leaving the noise behind me.
Silence.
I took a slow, deep breath.
The castle was empty and the echo of my shoes tapping along the stone floor seemed lonely and out of place. After having come from the bright ballroom, the halls were exceptionally dark and cold. I shivered and pulled my scarf tighter. Unfortunately for me, the scarf was more of a fashion accessory and less a piece of functional clothing.
Rhea had been wrong. This was ridiculous femininity at its finest.
A draft of cool air blew threw the halls and right through my permeable scarf, and I shivered again. But it was better than being back there, at the dance, dealing with them. Dealing with him.
I could still see his face, smiling at her. I could still see her in his arms, comfortable and happy like she’d belonged there. My stomach turned and my throat squeezed around the lump.
Why had he even bothered coming over to talk to me? Did he get some sort of sick pleasure out of knowing that I still cared for him?
“—was too close!” hissed a voice in the darkness.
I stopped dead in my tracks.
“Shh!” hissed another.
Where are the voices coming from? 
I craned my neck down the nearest hall, searching the shadows.
“Tiernan wants it now!” said the first.
There, just beyond a statue, a shadow moved. I slipped out of my shoes, careful not to make a sound, shoved them in a corner out of sight, and crept down the hall.
“Patience,” said the other. “You must have patience, or it will all fail.”
They were just around the corner from me now. I pressed myself against the wall beside a drapery.
“I understand what’s at stake, Ambrose.” Ambrose? “Lord Eris has made that quite clear”—Who is Lord Eris?—“and he says the boy is coming into his powers. If Darius takes them now, we’ll lose our opportunity.”
They were talking about Fleck. My hands clenched, fisting the drapery.
“The king isn’t planning to take his powers, not yet, anyway. He’s merely holding him under observation. In this instance, his arrogance works in our favor.”
But who is Ambrose talking to?
“What about the box?”
“Lord Tiernan assured me the princess didn’t know of its existence. Unfortunately, that knowledge died with her mother. The boy is our only assurance that Eris’s power won’t be challenged.”
“I say we take him now,” growled the other.
“We can’t,” Ambrose continued. “There are too many people watching. We must wait until after the games. Then it’ll be safe and Eris can drain the boy of his power.”
My world stopped.
It didn’t matter what my father had said—what anyone had said. Whatever these two were planning, whatever was about to happen, they were planning to take Fleck, and it didn’t sound like Fleck was coming out of it alive.
The bar supporting the drapery bent, suddenly creaked, and I fell forward.
I held my breath, landing on my hands, leaving me bent in an uncomfortable position over the floor.
Silence.
Sweat beaded down my temples as I strained to hold my position.
“What of the dark rider?” the man continued. “Where is he?”
I sighed. That was close.
“Lord Eris said that he…”
One of the silver pins slipped from my hair, and I watched in slow motion as it fell and clattered to the floor.
Oh, no.
I leapt to my feet and ducked behind a statue just as the crimson robes of the headmaster appeared, and beside him, the long, black cloak of another.
My heart beat so loudly I was certain they’d hear it.
They whispered something to each other that I could not hear, and then after what felt like an eternity, the pair walked down the hall. I held my breath as they passed, careful not to make a sound, and then I saw the other man.
It was Lord Commodus.
For a long moment, I stood there bewildered. Lord Commodus and the headmaster were working together, and I could’ve sworn they’d mentioned Tiernan. But who was Lord Eris?
I didn’t know anyone named Eris, except for the name on that portrait in the lower library…
I shuddered.
My first thought was to run and tell my father, but what would I say? What proof did I have? It would be my word against Lord Commodus’s and the headmaster’s.
Fleck.
He was the accessory in all of this.
I had to see him. I had to see him and get him out of here.
Now.
 
 



Chapter 11
Desperate Measures
 
 
Rhea was bent over a chest when I ran into my room and, hearing me enter, she glanced up, surprised. “What are you doing back—?”
“I have to get Fleck out of here.”
Her eyes widened as I explained everything—what I’d seen, what I’d heard—and all the while she stood there, breathing deep and even.
When I finished, she was quiet. At last, she said, “I’ll do everything I can to cover you, but they’re keeping a close eye on Fleck. I can’t help you get past the guards. You need someone more powerful for that, preferably someone that doesn’t have any vested interest in his powers, and right now, I can think of no one.”
I smiled. “I can.”
She raised a brow. “Who?”
Someone pounded on the door, and Rhea and I jumped.
“Do you want me to answer it?” Rhea asked.
“No, let me.” I wanted to make sure whoever was there would promptly be going away.
I ran to the door, then let my shoulders sag and eyes droop, and turned to Rhea. “How do I look?” I whispered.
She smiled, understanding. “Exhausted and feverish.”
I inched the door open until the person on the other side shoved it in all the way.
“Thad?”
“Knock, knock!” He grinned. There was an arm draped over his shoulder, and that arm belonged to Stefan, whose head hung low while he dragged one foot on the ground, sort of hopping on his other.
“What in the…?” My voice trailed as Alex appeared right behind them. He wasn’t looking at me, though; he was watching the shadows in the hall with mistrust.
“I know you’re not feeling well,” Thad said, “and I’m sorry to bring you into this, but seeing as you and Rhea are the only two people in the entire castle not at the ball…”
“What happened?” I asked
“You should probably close the door,” Thad grunted as he and Alex dropped a mumbling and laughing Stefan on my sofa. “Oh, and Rhea? Would you mind keeping an eye on the hall?”
“Certainly,” Rhea said, then looked at me. “As long as that’s all right?”
I nodded and she left, closing the door behind her.
Alex had disappeared into my bathroom and Thad was busy propping Stefan’s head up on a pillow. I suddenly heard the sound of water running.
Just make yourselves at home.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Well,” Thad started. “Goldilocks here had a little too much to drink, not that you didn’t know that already, and soon after you left, got himself into a fight with a Nordic. Not the sort of thing a skinny prince should ever do.” Thad glanced at Stefan and wagged his finger with a tsk-tsk-tsk. “Over a fraeling of all things.”
Alex returned with a bowl of water and a rag and walked straight to Stefan.
“A fraeling?” I asked.
“The twins. You know, the pretty ones you…”
“Get on with it,” I said, folding my arms.
“Well, they’re daughters of the Arborenne—magic folk. Goldilocks, here, was stupid enough to think himself in love with one”—Thad batted his eyelids—“and of course she grew bored, as they usually do, and found herself a Nordic boy to make out with. By then, Stefan was so drunk on faerie wine he probably would’ve gone hand-to-hand combat with a gorilla. Though, I’m not sure there’s that much difference between a Nord and a gor—“
“Thaddeus.” Alex fixed a hard glare on Thad. “A little help.”
Thad grinned and hopped to Alex’s side.
“We need to take off his boot,” Alex said lowly.
Thad grabbed Stefan’s leg and Stefan immediately stopped laughing in order to scream. “OW! Oh, it hurts! Please don’t take off my foot! I only have two of them.” Stefan started laughing again and hiccupped in between.
“Careful!” Alex said.
“I am being careful! Stef won’t stop—hey, knock it off, would ya! I’m not Sedi!” Stefan had reached over and was stroking Thad’s cheek affectionately.
I glanced down and gasped. Stefan’s foot was the color of an eggplant and about as big as a watermelon. I jumped to his side, eyes wide. “How did that happen?”
Alex crouched beside me, not taking his eyes off of Stefan. “The bones in his foot are shattered.”
“Shattered?” I gasped. “Did he kick a rock?”
“Might as well have.” Thad laid the wet rag over Stefan’s purple foot. “Fighting a Nord is like…well, fighting a block of ice. Come to think of it, they’re about as smart as a block of ice, too.”
Stefan yelled in pain and sat upright, grasping for the rag, but within seconds Alex had both hands against Stefan’s chest, pushing him down. “Lie down.” Alex’s voice was firm.
“But it—“ Stefan hiccupped “—hurts!”
Alex shot Thad a look, and then a smirk stretched across Thad’s face. “I like how you think, Del Can’t.”
“Hurry.” Alex’s features were tight. “We don’t have much time.”
“Time for what?” I asked.
“And make sure no one sees you.” Alex kept his hands on Stefan’s chest, making sure he stayed down.
“What’s going on?” I demanded.
“This is me we’re talking about.” Thad jumped to his feet and headed for my door.
“Wait…where are you going?” I asked.
“Be back, princess.” He started to leave and paused, glancing between Alex and me. “Now, you two lovebirds behave while I’m gone.” He beamed and closed the door after him.
My cheeks flared as I looked back at Alex, but Alex wasn’t looking at me. He wasn’t looking at Stefan, either. He was studying the vase of flowers, the ones Danton had sent. They were on the table next to him and the note had been left open beside it.
Alex didn’t move. He didn’t react, didn’t breathe, until at last, his gaze moved back to Stefan.
Why did I feel so embarrassed? Like I’d done something wrong or…
Why are you even thinking about this right now? There are more important things, like getting Stefan out of here and sneaking Fleck out of Gaia!
I swallowed. “Is he going to be okay?”
Stefan flew an arm out, which Alex caught and pushed back down.
“He’d better be walking by tomorrow night,” he said, adjusting a pillow behind Stefan. His arm brushed against mine and my skin tingled.
“What’s tomorrow night?” I asked, trying to ignore how close we were.
Alex flexed his jaw. “The ceremony. When the champions are bound to the games. It’s a blood contract, and once their blood is sealed, those champions must fight or there can be no winner. If he can’t walk tomorrow night they won’t let him enter.”
That was why Alex didn’t want anyone seeing Thad. No one could know how bad Stefan’s injury was because if this got out, he might not be allowed to enter tomorrow.
As far as I was concerned, Stefan deserved it after what he’d done, putting Fleck in this position. But now Stefan was in my room, incoherent and broken, with no sign of leaving any time soon.
And I needed him out of here. Now.
“Will Thad be able to find something to heal him?” I asked.
Alex raked a hand through his dark hair, his features sharp. “Yes, but it’s a risk, and without proper time—”
There was pounding on the door.
Alex’s eyes snapped to the door, then narrowed, and he went still.
“Help me move Stefan,” he whispered.
He started pulling Stefan up by his torso while Stefan smiled sheepishly and murmured something incoherent.
I grabbed Stefan’s legs and the two of us very carefully moved Stefan into my bathroom as whoever it was pounded on my door again.
“Just a minute!” I yelled.
I started for the door when Alex grabbed my arm. He leaned so close I could smell the peppermint on his breath. “No one can know about this.”
His eyes burned into mine, and I nodded.
He let go and slipped into my bathroom.
I hurried to my door, put my hand on the doorknob, and turned. “Danton?” I swallowed. “What are you doing here?”
Oh. My. Gosh.
His eyes glistened and he took a slow step forward. “I told you that I would come check on you.”
He’d been drinking.
“Um”—He needs to leave!—“thanks, but I didn’t think you meant, er, tonight.”
“I didn’t think so, either.” Danton grinned. “But I was worried and I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”
Please, tell me Alex didn’t hear that.
“May I come in?” Danton asked.
“I’m not sure if that’s…”
“Please.” He grabbed onto my naked shoulders and squeezed gently. “I won’t stay long. I swear to you. There’s just…something I need to talk to you about.”
His eyes were so blue and pleading that I was having a difficult time figuring out how, exactly, to tell him to go away, and then he pushed past me and traipsed into my room.
Shoot. That wasn’t supposed to happen. I followed him inside and closed the door, trying to calm myself.
Danton looked around my room and I glanced at my bathroom. The door wasn’t shut all the way—open just a crack—but you couldn’t tell anyone was inside and, so far, Alex was doing an excellent job of keeping Stefan quiet.
Danton’s eyes settled on the flowers and he smiled. “They look beautiful in here.”
“Thanks.” I glanced at the bathroom door again.
“But—” Danton stepped towards me and touched one of my curls “—not as beautiful as you.”
A thousand alarms went off. I pushed his hand away and turned; his disappointment was acute and this time, he didn’t bother hiding it from his face.
“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I don’t know why I did that, and that’s…what I wanted to talk to you about.”
Oh, no.
Oh, no, no, no, no!
Not here, not now, and especially not with Alex behind my bathroom door.
“I don’t know what has come over me,” he continued, raking a hand through his blond hair, “but when I’m around you, I lose myself, my discretion. I know we’ve only just met, but I can’t stop thinking about you.”
Oh, dear.
“It isn’t my intention to make you uncomfortable and I can sense that you aren’t ready for anything romantic yet; I know that. And I know it probably has something to do with—” he swallowed like it was painful “—Alexander Del Conte.”
“Alex?” My cheeks burned. “We are just friends,” I hurried to add. “I grew up with him, and there’s nothing…”
“Daria, it’s okay,” he said. “I’ve heard how you loved him and I saw for myself how you look at him.”
At first, I was embarrassed—extremely embarrassed—but then that embarrassment morphed into anger. It was always the same, how I had loved him, how I had chased after him. Never how he had loved me. Never the other way around. “You’re seeing things, then,” I said through my teeth, “because if he makes me feel anything, it’s disgust.”
“Disgust?” Danton tilted his head. “Hmm, you may be the only woman in this world that would apply that term to him.”
“Well, I’m also the only woman in this world who sees him for what he is,” I said so fast and with so much conviction, Danton smiled at once.
And then I did feel disgusted. With myself.
“That changes things,” Danton whispered. “I’ll be patient. Whenever you are ready, whenever you are comfortable. I won’t press you.” He was standing so close I could see the different shades of blue in his eyes.
Uncomfortable, I turned away.
“I should let you rest,” he said. “This next week will be exceedingly busy for me, so if you’re feeling better in the morning, may I spend it with you?”
Absolutely not. I would be busy, like sneaking Fleck out of Gaia.
I forced a smile. “You may need the extra sleep—”
“No,” he grabbed my hand, “what I need is—”
A thud sounded from the bathroom, followed by a chuckle.
Danton went rigid; his eyes narrowed at the bathroom door.
That was final. Stefan was going to die.
“Is there someone…?” Danton started for my bathroom.
Do something!
“Danton, wait…” I started, but he was already halfway there. If he realized who was behind that door…
Hurry!
“Danton!”
That got his attention. He paused and I grabbed his arm, jerking him back to me. And then I threw my arms around his neck and pressed my lips against his.
I wouldn’t have believed what I was doing if I hadn’t been the one actually doing it. Danton couldn’t believe it either because he was about as pliable as a wall until I pressed my body into his. His confusion dissolved, and he melted into me.
His arms wrapped around the small of my back, crushing me against him, and his lips moved so fiercely against mine I had trouble breathing. But there was a part of me that enjoyed it. Enjoyed being held and kissed, desired and wanted, and that same part wanted Alex to see. See that someone else could want me like he’d wanted Vera. See if it made him jealous like I’d been jealous; see if it hurt him like he kept hurting me.
Danton’s lips started moving down my neck—wow, he moved fast—and his hands began slipping beneath the back of my dress and I went still. He stopped kissing me and spoke on my lips. “I think I could get used to this.”
This. What was this? I was kissing a guy I didn’t really care about—not like that—right in front of the guy I did.
What was wrong with me?
“I think you should probably go,” I said.
He didn’t let go. In fact, he held on to me tighter, and I could feel his heart pounding against me as his desire pulsed. For a long, terrible second, I thought he wasn’t going to leave, like I’d unleashed some caged animal and I was going to have to beat him off with a stick. One that shot bullets.
“Danton.” I pointedly flickered my eyes to the door. “Please.”
At last, he sighed and relaxed his grip around me.
“You’re right, you need to rest.” He brushed his lips lightly on mine. They were delicate and…small. “I’ll come find you in the morning.”
Danton took a deep breath, walked through the door, and I closed it after him.
What had I done?
I was afraid to turn around. Like, really afraid. I didn’t even hear my bathroom door open but I could feel Alex standing there. I couldn’t explain how because it wasn’t like I could feel any of his emotions, which I really, really wanted to right now, but I could feel him physically there. Like a magnet is drawn to a charge.
Finally, I turned around.
Alex stood in the doorway, his arms folded over his chest as he leaned against the frame. I couldn’t read his face, couldn’t tell what he was thinking or feeling. He just stood there, staring at me. I hated that I couldn’t sense his feelings and I might have thought it was because he didn’t have any, but now I knew that wasn’t the case. I felt a surge of something, but what that something was, I had no idea.
“Well.” I dropped my gaze. “That was close.”
He stood perfectly still, staring at me for what felt like an eternity. His eyes were cold and hard, and without a word, he slipped back into my bathroom.
I swallowed and followed him inside.
A bar of soap had slipped from the tub’s rim and fallen to the floor, and Stefan was lying flat on the ground beside it, beaming. Beside him was the little flower, the one Alex had given me, sitting in its bowl atop a pedestal.
Alex had his back to me and was crouched beside Stefan, hoisting him up.
“I’ll help.” I grabbed Stefan’s legs.
Alex didn’t respond.
In heavy silence, we carried Stefan back to the couch, and as soon as Stefan was comfortable, Alex moved to a chair, pulled a dagger from somewhere inside his boot, and fidgeted absently with the hilt, staring at nothing.
His silence was killing me. “Alex?”
He traced his finger along the blade.
I felt sick. Not because of what I’d said and done—I’d only done it to distract Danton—but because I had enjoyed it. Enjoyed using Danton to hurt someone else.
Someone I cared about.
“Say something,” I whispered.
Alex snapped his eyes to mine. There was so much anger in them that my confidence evaporated. In one swift motion, he shoved his dagger back into his boot and started for the door.
“Wait” —I hurried after him— “where are you going?”
He kept walking.
“Alex, please!”
He spun on me and I froze. His eyes were so cold. Never, in all my life, could I remember him looking at me like that—like he hated me. I wanted to say I was sorry. Sorry for what I’d said and what I’d done, but I was too afraid the words would never make it out all the way.
“I have to go,” he said in a very low, controlled voice.
I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from crying. “Fine,” I whispered. “Run away like you always do.”
He leaned close, his face a handbreadth from mine, and for a split second I felt his anger. I felt it boiling beneath the surface, hotter than fire, sweltering like the sun. He opened his lips to say something, but at the last second, he turned the door handle and left.
I slammed my fist on the door after him and sagged against it, right as a light tap-tap-tap sounded on the other side, followed by a soft “Rook?”
It was Thad, and he sounded a little scared. Slowly, I creaked the door open. Thad stood on the other side, wide-eyed.
“You know, you’re not supposed to knock from the inside,” he said, stepping into my room, keeping a safe distance.
I walked back to Stefan, who was drawing invisible pictures in the air with his finger, smiling to himself.
“Did you find something that’ll fix him?” I asked.
“Rook.”
I turned around. Thad’s arms were folded and he looked very much like a scolding parent.
“What?” I said.
“Would you like to explain why Del Can’t looked like he was about to burn down the castle?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He arched a brow and waited.
I glanced away and took the rag from Stefan’s hands. “Pretty!” Stefan giggled.
“Can you fix him?” I asked Thad.
“I’m not telling until you tell me what happened.”
I glared at him over my shoulder, but he just grinned with his arms folded. With a grumble, I told him what had happened, well, with a few minor edits. All the while, his eyes turned wider and his amusement became overpowering. “Wow,” he said at last.
“Well? Stefan?”
Thad leaned forward with that annoying smirk.
“Don’t,” I threatened.
He shook his head and pulled a small vial from his cloak. It looked like a glass teardrop, filled with a glowing pale blue liquid. “I can’t believe you did that,” Thad continued, gazing at the little vial.
“His foot?” I pointed to Stefan impatiently.
Thad studied me a moment and then looked at Stefan. “Well, I didn’t find exactly what Del Can’t wanted, but I did find something that would help.” He held the vial in the air before me, and I took it.
The liquid swirled and bubbled inside.
“What is it?” I asked.
“A kind of mending serum. I found it in the healing ward.”
I eyed him suspiciously.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he defended. “It’s perfectly safe. If there’s one thing I know, it’s poisons. Besides…have I ever led you astray?”
“You really want me to answer that?”
He snorted while I hurried to Stefan’s side. He was sleeping. “Stefan,” I said, “Thad got something to help your foot.”
Stefan snored, loudly.
“Stefan, wake up,” I said, a little louder this time.
Stefan started choking on another snore when Thad walked over and smacked Stefan across the face.
“O—ow!” Stefan gasped, opening his eyes. I frowned at Thad but unstoppered the vial and poured the glowing liquid down Stefan’s throat, plugging Stefan’s nose to make sure he drank all of it.
At first Stefan choked, but then he started gulping it down and finished off the bottle. He beamed so big his dimples showed. “Is there more?” he asked, and then his eyes rolled back in his head, his mouth went slack, and he would’ve rolled right off the couch if I hadn’t caught him.
My mouth hung open. “What just happened?”
“Huh.” Thad stood with his hands on his hips, looking perplexed.
“Thaddeus!”
“I mean, that stuff was supposed to knock Goldilocks out, but it wasn’t supposed to happen so fast…” His voice trailed, his eyes widened, and he let out an ominous “Ooooh.”
“What!”
“Uh—” Thad scratched the back of his neck “—I sorta forgot he’d had faerie wine.”
“And?”
Thad looked at Stefan as though he were a museum artifact. “The faerie wine acts as an agonist to the efficacy of analgesics.”
“English?”
A spark lit his eyes. “Sleeping Beauty isn’t going to be awake for the ceremony tomorrow night.”
His words lingered in the air like a bad perfume. If Stefan was stuck in my room, on my couch, my surveillance was going to increase ten-fold. My time was exponentially decreasing. “I’m going to kill you,” I said.
“Whoa, now, Rook, no need to get—”
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” I was standing and shaking, fists clenched at my sides.
“Well, yeah, I’m trying to help…”
“They’re going to kill Fleck!”
Thad was taken aback. “What?”
I explained to him what I’d seen, what I’d heard, and once I was done, Thad plopped in a chair, folded his arms behind his head, and said, “Hellfire.”
After a few seconds, he turned to me. “You weren’t really sick, were you?”
I shook my head.
“So,” Thad looked curious, “just what were you doing before we showed up?”
I reached in the folds of my dress and pulled out the kerchief Tran had given me. Inside was an amulet just like the one the Del Contes had used to transport themselves to my house on Earth, and the one I’d used that had delivered me into Tiernan’s evil hands.
But this was an amulet to Tran.
When Thad saw it, he gasped. “Okay, Rook, now you know I’m not one to avoid danger, but that’s just crazy,” Thad said. “The Black Bard can’t possibly be Tran Chiton. Tran Chiton hasn’t been seen in decades!”
“Shh!” I said as we ran down the hall. “Not so loud.”
“This is mental!”
“And you’d know all about mental, wouldn’t you?” I spat.
Thad made a face.
Where did she go…?
“Princess?” Rhea emerged from one of the doors and I stopped.
“Are you busy?” I asked.
She wiped her hands on her dress. “Not at all, what do you need?”
“I need you to keep an eye on Stefan.”
She studied my face. “Of course.”
Rhea followed us back to my room, where Stefan had fallen facedown on the floor, smiling and drooling all over himself.
“Whoops,” Thad said, “that’s gonna hurt.”
“No one is allowed in,” I said to her, and she nodded with understanding.
I tugged the amulet’s chain over my head and looked at Thad. “Are you coming or not?”
“Wait, now,” Thad said, “let’s think about this.”
I clasped the amulet in my hands. “I don’t have time to think about it. You”—I jabbed my finger at him—“just made sure of it.”
Thad rolled his eyes and bolted to my side. “I don’t know which I can’t believe more. What you’re telling me, or that I’m reluctant to believe it.”
I wrapped the chain around Thad’s neck, too—the two of us standing close.
“Or maybe this is just an excuse for you to get close to me.” He winked with a stupid smirk on his face.
I rolled my eyes before closing them tight.
Please take us to Tran.
The air thickened, pressing all around me until I couldn’t breathe, and vomit rose in my throat. Then it was gone.
 
 



Chapter 12
Swapping Serum
 
 
The air had changed. It felt warmer and the scent of wood smoke and freshly baked bread permeated the air.
I opened my eyes. 
We were standing in what looked like a large closet. There were brooms and a mop standing in a half-filled bucket, with boxes stacked from floor to ceiling in towers that looked like they’d fall if I so much as breathed on them.
“What the…?” Thad said as the door to the closet creaked open.
A short figure dressed in a potato sack appeared on the other side.
“Grool!” I said.
Grool scowled, grumbled, and then he slammed the door shut.
Thad looked at me in disbelief, pointing a thumb at the door. “How do you know Ugly?”
I lifted the chain from our necks and stumbled to the door, but before I could try to open it, it opened again—this time, with Tran on the other side. And I was happy to see that he was dressed as himself, wizardly white beard and all.
Thad’s astonishment crashed into me.
“Now, Grool,” Tran said over his shoulder, “is that any way to treat our guests?”
Grool mumbled from somewhere, I heard something shatter, and then heavy footsteps pounded off in the distance. Tran shook his head and looked back at us with a grin. “Good evening! You’re a bit earlier than I’d expected…”
Thad gasped. “It can’t be.”
Tran regarded him blankly and I felt something cold before he looked back at me. “I see you brought someone with you.”
I glanced back at Thad, who was very, very quiet.
“I’m sorry,” I said, turning back to Tran, “but it’s urgent. Fleck’s in danger.”
“But of course he is!” Tran exclaimed. “Everyone’s in danger, but please, come out of the closet, would you?” He stepped aside. “Lingering there has never done anyone any good.” He shook his head.
Thad’s lips parted a little, and the piece of grass he’d just shoved in his mouth promptly fell to the floor. “I can’t believe…you’re alive?”
“I might say the same,” Tran replied in a low, scratchy voice. Tran didn’t smile. His eyes tightened a bit as though Thad were an object of scientific study, and then he scratched his beard.
So maybe I shouldn’t have brought Thad, but I didn’t have time to take him back. I needed Tran’s help sneaking Fleck out of here. Now.
I walked past Tran, right into his house with a quiet Thad behind me. It was the same house I’d been in before, when I had been with the Del Contes. Everything was just as tidy, including Grool’s bookshelf of spirit-filled vases and his torture wall.
But that had been in the middle of the Arborenne, which was very, very far from my room at the castle. I looked at Tran, who was fixing a kettle over a blazing fire. “How’d we get here?” I asked.
“The amulet in your hands, child, don’t you remember? You used it only a moment ago.”
“I know that, but—”
“Wait a second,” Thad said. “You’ve been here before?”
I rolled my eyes and looked back at Tran. “So we’re in the Arborenne?”
“Oh, spirits, no.” Tran stood and dusted his hands. “I never keep my home there for long. Gaia knows the vegetation there drives me mad.”
Right, so that didn’t make any sense. “So, where are we, then?” I asked.
Tran glanced around, thoughtful. “I’m not really sure this time. Somewhere between here and there. We may not be anywhere.” His clear eyes flickered to Thad before settling back on me. “You wanted to discuss the Daloren child?”
“Ow!” shouted Thad from behind me.
He was standing next to Grool’s bookshelf of vases, shaking his hand while Grool stood near Thad’s feet, waving a very long bone.
“No touch!” growled Grool.
“I wasn’t!” Thad argued.
Grool reeled the bone back and Thad dodged just in time.
Thad looked at Tran. “What’s Ugly’s problem?”
“Egocentrism,” Tran sighed. “It’s genetic, I’m afraid.”
“Tran,” I said, “I need to get Fleck out of Gaia.” I explained to him what I’d explained to Thad, and Tran took a seat on the couch, folded his hands in his lap, and said, “I see.”
“Can you help us?”
He scrunched his nose and scratched his beard. “It is very possible that I can.”
I didn’t like how he’d said that. “So…will you?”
His intelligent blue eyes looked tired. “No.”
No? That was it, just…no? “But Tran…you have to help. Fleck’s life is in danger!”
He stared absently at the fire. “I know very well that Fleck’s life is, and has been, in grave danger.”
“Then why aren’t you doing anything to help?”
Tran sighed. “I am, child.” He stood, walked over to the fire, and poked it with an iron prod. “You see, I was concerned when you found him. The boy—I’d heard of his parents. Unique situation, it was. Both Daloren, and you may not know this, but Dalorens are never romantically involved with one another. The trait appears at random, but for two Dalorens to come together and have a child…” He set the prod on the floor beside him. “The boy was born dangerous.”
“Dangerous?” I said. “Tran, how can you say that? You were there…you know that’s not true. He’s just a boy…”
“He’s a Daloren born of Dalorens,” Tran said, voice firm. “Too powerful for his own good, and that kind of power, in the hands of another…”
“You knew that and you let me bring him to Valdon,” I said.
Tran scratched his beard. “I wasn’t certain at the time just who he was, and I saw how much you two had bonded. I wasn’t about to do that to either of you. But now, there is no doubt in my mind, and it seems like there isn’t a doubt in their minds, either.”
“But why do they want his power?” I asked.
Tran’s lips tightened. “You already know the significance of the games this year, yes?”
I nodded.
Tran sighed. “Once a winner is chosen, the shield and unity stone can reunite and power can be restored to all of the territories. However—” he paused, scratching his beard “—the secret to understanding the magic of the shield was lost with your mother.”
The box.
I swallowed. “I heard Lord Commodus ask the headmaster about it, and that’s what Lord Tiernan had wanted from me, but I didn’t know anything about it.”
Tran nodded very slowly. “Since that knowledge is believed to be lost, they intend to find shadows of it by taking Fleck’s power.”
“Why Fleck?” I asked. “Why not some other Daloren? They all have access to the same knowledge, right?”
“Because, child, Fleck’s background lends him to being the most powerful. In other words, his tie to the wisdom of this world would be greater than any of his predecessors’, making him their best possible option for uncovering knowledge.”
“Tran,” I said, “you have to help me get Fleck out of here.”
Tran stood, clasping his hands before him, looking sad. “It’s of no use,” he said. “You wouldn’t get far before they’d find you; they won’t stop until they do. And that kind of power can’t hide forever.”
“There has to be something.” I started pacing. “Thad?” I looked to him for a solution.
Thad shrugged and dangled his legs over the armrest. “’Fraid his wizardship is right. Even if you somehow snuck through a portal, you’d never get far. In fact, you’d probably be sacrificed right beside him.”
The fire crackled in its hearth; Grool busied himself with counting the weapons on the wall beside it.
“There was someone else,” I continued, “a name Lord Commodus mentioned that he is working with. Someone called Eris.”
Something cold settled in the room, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Thad go still.
A shadow passed over Tran’s face and fear flickered in his eyes. “Eris is dead.” His voice sounded so old, so apprehensive and haunted, that fear crawled over me.
“Who is he?” I whispered.
“Ouch!” Thad was by the bookcase again, this time in a tug-of-war with Grool and Grool’s battering ram—the bone. Grool had both feet planted firmly on the ground while he tugged and yanked with all of his might, and Thad let go.
Grool flew backwards, grumbling and mumbling as he crashed to the ground.
“Thad!” I exclaimed.
“What?” He looked at me innocently. “You know Ugly deserved it.”
I looked back at Tran, eager for him to answer my question.
“It is time for you to return, I think,” he said. “It would never go over well if your father arrived to see you missing from your room and Stefan there instead.”
“But what about—”
“All in time, my child,” he said with finality.
I sighed, and Tran placed a withered hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry I’m unable to help you with Fleck, but I promise to check on our invalid prince tomorrow before the ceremony to see what I can do.”
The next thing I knew, Thad and I were standing in my bedroom.
Rhea glanced up, surprised, and Stefan was still lying on the floor. “Did you get what you wanted?” she asked.
I shook my head. “Did anyone come?”
“No,” she said, walking back to the door. “You know where to find me.” She left. 
As soon as the door closed, I slumped in a chair and dropped my head in my hands. “What am I going to do?”
“Well, sounds like you’re going to wait for Tran to check on Goldilocks tomorrow.”
I shook my head in my hands. “I don’t care about Stefan’s drunken escapades. I promised to keep Fleck safe, and I’ve failed.”
“Well, wallowing in self-pity isn’t gonna help Half-Pint.”
I groaned in my hands. “I know that.” I glanced up. “But Tran was my only hope.”
“I wouldn’t say he was your only hope.”
I narrowed my eyes. “If you know anyone powerful enough to get us out of here who doesn’t want to use Fleck, please, be my guest. I’m all ears.”
“No need to get all snippy, Rook,” Thad replied. “But I do have someone perfect in mind.”
“Oh, yeah? Who?”
He shoved a piece of grass in his mouth and chewed. “You.”
I snorted. “Maybe you didn’t hear me say powerful—”
“No, hear me out.”
“Thad.” I stared at him, hard. “If you can’t sneak us through the portal, there’s no way I can…”
“No one is sneaking anyone through the portal.”
I studied his face. “What do you mean?”
Thad’s eyes filled with mischief, and he reached in his pocket and pulled out a glass vial. It was small and round and fit easily in his palm, and the liquid inside swirled and glowed a blue-white.
“You took that from Grool!” I said, reaching for it.
He hid it behind his back. “Hey, now, Rook, don’t get defensive for Ugly.”
“But you stole it!”
“I stole it for you.”
“Don’t use me as an excuse—”
“This is your key to entering the games.”
I stared at him.
Had he just said…?
“My what?” I gasped.
The grass rolled in his lips. “You are going to take Goldilocks’ place in the games.”
He really was insane. “You’re crazy! That is the dumbest…why in the world would I…” I stood, pacing.
“Because, if you won, you would share in the power—spirits, you might even get your magic back—and you’d have the freedom to protect Fleck yourself.”
I stopped and stared at him, my breathing heavy.
But I couldn’t…that didn’t mean…
The reuniting of the unity stone and shield meant power would be distributed through each territory, to each corresponding lord. If I won and became a lord, I would share in that power.
I might have magic again, magic I could use to protect Fleck.
Assuming I even had a chance at winning. “This is the games we’re talking about.”
“Uh, I know what we’re talking about, Rook. Probably better than you do.”
I started pacing again. “I wouldn’t last two seconds!”
“On the contrary, I think you’d do pretty well.”
I stopped to glare at him. “I have no magic, Thad.”
He smiled. “It doesn’t take magic to survive, Rook. You just need loads of obstinacy, determination, and an infinite amount of ignorance—all of which, I’m happy to say, you have in abundance.”
I made a face at him and he chuckled.
“Rook, all the competitions are held inside of the arena with thousands of people watching. You can’t get any safer than that and, chances are, I may even be able to help you without anyone noticing.”
“Okay,” I continued, pacing, “even if I did have a chance—”
“Do,” Thad corrected.
“Whatever.” I rolled my eyes. “There’s no way the king would let me enter.”
“He wouldn’t know.”
I grunted. “And how’s that? It’s a blood ceremony, Thad! It’s not like I can just wrap myself in a cloak and waltz into the room pretending to be Stefan.”
He jingled the potion in his hand. “No cloak required, but I would like to see you waltz.”
I stared at the potion, sloshing in its vial. “What is that?”
He grinned from ear to ear. “Swapping serum.”
I waited.
“Listen. You drink some. Sleeping Beauty drinks some, and to everyone else, you’ll look like him and he’ll look like you.”
I snorted. “Okay, next idea.”
Thad jumped to his feet, obviously thrilled with this idea. “Don’t you see…it’s perfect! Everyone will look at you but see him, but it will be your blood that’s bound. At that point, your disguise won’t matter, but I’d keep it going as long as possible, for safety’s sake.”
I clenched my jaw. “That’s…that’s…”
“Brilliant?” He beamed.
“That can’t possibly work!”
“Look. I wouldn’t have risked the fingers of my right hand if I weren’t absolutely certain.” He shook his right hand. “Blasted bone,” he mumbled.
I couldn’t believe this. Here I was, contemplating entering the games for Stefan.
“This is insane,” I said.
“No,” Thad said, “this is necessary. Come on, Rook, do you really think I’d make this suggestion if it would put you in any real danger?”
I arched a doubtful brow; he chuckled.
“Seriously, though,” he continued, “it’s the best and only idea we’ve got. And when you win—because you will, I’ll make sure of it—you will share in the power of the shield. You will have magic. You can protect Fleck. You get to be—” he paused, holding my gaze “—free.”
Freedom.
I’d almost forgotten there was such a thing. To be able to take Fleck away from this place, somewhere I could watch over him until he was strong enough to take care of himself, with no one in a position to make me do otherwise.
To get out from my grandfather’s exceedingly large and oppressive thumb.
Thad had said all of the competitions would be held inside of the arena, which meant Dad would be there and Thad and the Del Contes. With all of them near, how dangerous could it be?
“Is it a physical transformation?” I whispered.
Thad grinned.
I can’t believe you’re actually considering this.
“Not at all,” Thad replied. “And that’s the genius of the swapping serum. It’s entirely visual, like a mirage. You’ll still look like you, but everyone else will see Stefan.”
“How long will it last?” I asked.
“Eh, a week, give or take a day. Long enough for you to enter the games and stay disguised as Stefan while you compete, which will help keep you safe.”
I sighed, staring absently at nothing.
Thad set the little vial on my dresser. “Just think about it. I’ll leave this here, and as long as you take it by morning, you’ll be okay. Any later than that, people will start finding out about—” He nodded towards Stefan, who was snoring.
I swallowed.
“Just divide it equally into two glasses, put a drop of your blood in one and a drop of his blood in the other, then you drink the one with his and he’ll drink the one with yours.”
I looked back at Thad. “That’s disgusting.”
Thad shrugged, rolling the piece of grass in his mouth. “Make sure you drink all of it, though. Every last drop or the disguise won’t hold.”
I folded my arms. “Assuming I go through with this.”
“Assuming.” His amusement powered through me. “I’ll let you get your beauty rest. Gaia knows you need it.”
I made a face and he laughed, heading for my door.
“Tomorrow morning.” He glanced over his shoulder.
“Goodnight, Thad,” I said.
He winked and left.
I walked over to the little vial, glowing on my dresser. I picked up the cool glass and the swirling blue-white shone brighter.
This was madness. Me…become Stefan? He’d only been training all year for this event, and I expected to just step in, without magic or any understanding of this world, and actually have a chance at winning.
Right, who are you kidding?
But what else was there?
Stefan choked on a snore and swatted at his face.
If you do this, Stefan will be furious.
Stefan had already made that choice when he had decided to get drunk and shatter his foot.
I stretched into a yawn and set the vial back down. Tomorrow morning. Thad had said I had until tomorrow morning. I grabbed my pajamas and started slipping out of my dress when a small, black box fell to the floor.
The rook.
Curious, I picked it up and fetched my scabbard.
Thad said to press it against the leather and it should stick.
Carefully, I took the piece of obsidian and pressed it against the length of the sheath. With a pulse of energy, the obsidian sank into the leather as though it were a part of it. The little, opalescent stone heart burned white, and then it faded, leaving my sheath with a glossy, obsidian rook along its breadth.
Perfect.
I set the scabbard on my nightstand beside my books, slipped into my pajamas and crawled into bed.
 
****
 
“Everything is in place, my lord,” said a deep voice.
Another man stood in the shadows, pensive and quiet, staring out a black window.
“You’re certain, this time?” The voice was like death and horror.
“Yes, my lord.” The first man crouched on the ground in a strip of dim torchlight. It was Lord Tiernan. “Commodus assured me that the Daloren is still alive, and we are in a position to take him once the games are complete.”
“Good.” The man at the window turned and clasped his fingertips. “And what of the dark rider?”
“I last saw him a few days ago, outside of the castle walls in Muirwood.”
The man stepped forward into the candlelight and pure terror coursed through my body. It was the man from the mirror and the painting. The man called Eris. “I can afford no more mishaps, Tiernan.”
Lord Tiernan was quiet. “Of course, my lord.”
Eris vanished into a swirling mist, only to materialize before Lord Tiernan. He placed long, bony fingers beneath Tiernan’s chin, forcing Tiernan to look into his nightmarish face, and even though the demon had black pits for eyes, I could feel his gaze burning. “Do not fail me, Tiernan, or I will hand your pitiful soul to Mortis myself.”
The torch in the room flickered and burnt out, and Lord Tiernan swallowed. “Yes, my lord.”
I awoke with a start.
Lord Tiernan had to be dead; I’d killed him myself. But the dream had felt so real, so vivid. He’d been talking with Eris, too, the man from the mirror. The man I’d heard Lord Commodus mention to the headmaster.
The man Tran said was supposed to be dead.
Was my dream real? Was it happening now?
And if it was real, if it was really happening, they had known about Fleck—his powers—and Fleck was even less safe than I’d thought. He wouldn’t ever be safe with men like Lord Commodus and this Lord Eris knowing who he really was.
My forehead was damp with so much sweat that I pulled up my sheets to wipe it and realized my sheets were damp, too. Sunlight streamed through my tall windows as little dust moats floated like glitter in the air.
Morning.
I looked over at my couch where Stefan lay on the floor beside it, sleeping. His foot was still five times too big and completely the wrong color.
“Stef,” I said loudly.
He didn’t so much as flinch.
The little vial on my dresser was still glowing and swirling like it had the night before. I pushed back my covers, dropped my feet to the cold stone floor and walked toward it.
It was my only option.
It’s an option that might kill you.
But if I didn’t try, Fleck was going to die, and it wasn’t like I had any magic to help protect him. Earning a position of power was my only option, my only hope to gain magic.
I didn’t have another choice.
I searched my bathroom for a couple of glasses and, once I found them, divided the glowing liquid into each. Now, for the blood.
I pulled my dagger from its newly decorated sheath and pressed the tip into my finger. A drop of blood welled in the cut, pearling on my fingertip. I held my finger over one of the glasses and let the drop fall. The blue-white liquid swirled and glowed brighter, absorbing the blood, and I felt the power inside of it pulse. I set the glass down and took the other glass to Stefan. A quick prick—he didn’t even wince—and I let a drop of his blood fall into the other.
I decided to let Stefan go first. After all, he was dead asleep and if anything tasted fowl or went wrong, he’d never remember. With a groan, I rolled him over and propped his head up with a pillow. I grabbed the glass with my blood, pinched his nose, and held the glass to his lips.
His lips finally parted, and I released his nose, carefully tilting the glass. He choked at first, but soon relaxed and swallowed the contents until he’d drunk every last drop.
My turn.
I took a slow, deep breath.
Are you sure about this?
No, but there was no other way.
There’s no turning back once you drink that.
I held the glass up, watching the white glow whirling inside. “You’d better be right about this,” I said to an absent Thad. I shut my eyes tight and gulped down the contents.
 
 



Chapter 13
A Worthy Disguise
 
 
The potion tasted sweet and was thick like syrup, and right as it began flowing down my throat, Stefan’s arm flew out of nowhere.
He smacked the glass, knocking it from my lips. The glass fell to the stone and shattered; the contents pooled onto the floor and dissolved in the cracks between stones.
Oh, no.
“Dang it, Stef!” I growled at him, but he only smiled and turned to his side, resting his face on his palm.
I couldn’t believe this. My one option of saving Fleck and I shatter it.
Actually, Stefan shattered it.
What was I going to do now?
Maybe I would opt for plan B and force Thad to sneak us out of this world.
Knock-knock-knock.
Shoot. “Who is it?”
“Your dad.”
I moaned to myself, brushed the broken glass beneath the couch and hurried to the door, pausing before my mirror. What little hope I’d had left evaporated; I still looked like myself. But when I finally pulled the door open, Dad said, “Oh, good morning, Stefan. Where’s your sister?”
Wait, had he just called me…?
Dad pushed past me and headed straight for Stefan, who was on the floor.
“What’s she doing on the floor?” He looked up at me with a frown.
Oh, my gosh, I couldn’t believe it. It had worked. “Uh, well—”
Dad’s frustration was acute. “You can at least help me move her to her bed.”
I grabbed Stefan’s feet while Dad hooked his hands beneath Stefan’s armpits.
We picked him up and Dad’s brow furrowed. “I don’t remember her being so heavy.”
“Maybe you’re tired?” I offered.
“Hmm, maybe.”
We laid Stefan on my bed and Dad studied him, placing a hand on his forehead. “She feels warm.”
“Yeah,” I said, “he—she’s still not feeling well.”
Dad frowned and then turned to me, glancing at my foot. “Glad to see you’re feeling better.”
I forced a smile. “Never felt better.”
Dad arched a brow. “You’re lucky, Stefan. I was really worried you’d really hurt yourself and wouldn’t be able to fight this week.”
I swallowed. “Yeah, lucky, I guess.”
He squeezed my shoulder. “You have to be more careful, all right? For your sake as well as Daria’s.”
I nodded and Dad turned to Stefan, tucking his short hair behind his ear.
This is amazing.
“Hungry?” Dad asked.
My stomach growled for me and Dad grinned.
I ran into my bathroom, changed into my leathers, and then followed him through my door, past a couple puffy-eyed guards and down the hall. Servants scurried about, carrying trays and linens, but each of them took a moment to bow.
So different than when they’d walked by me as myself.
“I still don’t think we should be concerning ourselves with the games right now,” Dad said for only me to hear.
We rounded a corner.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
A servant bowed at each of us and hurried past with a tray of silverware.
“What we talked about the other day,” Dad continued. “With the dark rider returned and the shadowguard reassembling, our attention is too diverted.”
I remembered the shadowguard was the army of the dark rider. “The shadowguard is reassembling?”
Dad stopped and looked at me, his expression very, very concerned. “Really, Stefan, are you sure you’re feeling all right?”
“Yeah, sorry, just tired,” I said.
The shadowguard was forming again. I wondered what else Dad had conveniently not mentioned to me.
We descended the main staircase and I smelled bacon. My mouth watered.
“Sir Armand thinks the Pykans are working with them, but he hasn’t a clue who would be making the decisions for all of them,” Dad said in my ear as he smiled at a foppish man adorned in rich blues.
I had an idea.
He pushed the doors in to the dining hall and I was overwhelmed by the smell of grease and burnt toast. People were sitting on benches at the tables, plates full of food, as the sunlight streamed in through the square windows high above.
I followed Dad as we skirted down a long table; people glanced up and nodded as we passed. Lord Commodus and Danton were seated at the end of one of the tables, and my heart sped. I hadn’t seen Danton since, well, I’d kissed him. In front of Alex.
Looking at him, now, my stomach sort of turned and there was a strange sour taste in my mouth, so strong I thought I might throw up.
Lord Commodus glanced up at us and smiled that fake smile, and then Danton smiled, too.
“Good morning, Prince Stefan,” Danton said. “Do you know if, perhaps, your sister is awake this morning?”
Oh, right. He was going to spend the morning with me.
“Uh, no,” I hurried to say as I followed Dad. “She’s still not feeling very well, either.”
Danton looked disappointed. “Is she accepting visitors?”
“No.” To my relief, Dad answered. “She’s not.”
Danton nodded respectfully and went back to eating his food while saying something to his father. What were they whispering to each other?
Dad slid onto a bench beside Cicero and Sonya.
“Stefan!” Cicero beamed. “Wasn’t sure if you’d make it down this morning.” He winked. “Tell me, though, how did you manage to preoccupy two fraelings for so long?” He almost sounded proud, and my suspicion was confirmed when Sonya very promptly elbowed him in the ribs.
She smiled at me. “How’s your foot?”
“Still a little sore, but I’ll manage,” I said.
This disguise was incredible.
A servant delivered plates for Dad and me, each heaping with eggs, ham, and toast, and set a couple goblets down before us. I took a whiff and my heart sank. It was ale. Rhea had spoiled me since I’d come to this world by transforming every morning cup of ale into coffee. I didn’t suppose I could have that right now.
Dad shoved a forkful of eggs in his mouth. “Any word from Sir Armand?”
Cicero took a swig from his mug and leaned forward. “Just received a report from Alioth’s border patrol. More shadowguard were spotted. Brax sent scouts after them, but they lost them in the moorlands.”
Dad swallowed his bite. “How?”
Cicero looked around, making sure no one was listening. “He wasn’t sure, but he said a few cloaked figures were with them. One minute they were there, the next—” Cicero waved his hands.
“Pykans,” my dad whispered.
“Alaric, I’m worried about the games this year,” Sonya said quietly. “About Daria. Where is she, by the way?” She glanced between me and Dad, and Dad looked at me to answer while he was chewing.
“She’s not feeling very well,” I hastened to add.
Sonya studied me as though she were struggling to see me. “Poor thing,” she said without removing her scrutinizing gaze. “Last night must have been too much for her.”
I nodded and chewed on a piece of bacon. She didn’t even know the half of it.
Her eyes finally lifted from my face and settled somewhere above my head. “Alexander,” she smiled.
My heart stopped.
Remember you’re Stefan. He won’t see you; he’ll see his best friend.
But that would mean I’d need to act like his best friend, not like the girl he grew up with who happened to still be in love with him.
Slowly, I turned around.
Alex looked chic all in black and reminded me of an assassin. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbow, forearms resting easily at his sides, hands relaxed. His cheeks were pink from exertion, his hair curled a little about his neck and his ears, and his green eyes were bright with vigor. He smiled at me and blood immediately flooded my neck and face.
His smile faded, then. “I’m a little surprised to see you this morning, Stef.” He arched a dark brow.
Okay, so you need to do better than that. If anyone figures out you’re an imposter, it will be him.
“I am too,” I said, turning back to my plate.
I didn’t like how Alex was watching me.
“Where’s Daria?” Alex asked my dad.
Not good.
Dad shook his head. “Not feeling well.”
“She’s sick?” he asked. There wasn’t sympathy in his voice, but there was loads of suspicion.
Dad nodded. “Last night took its toll on her.”
Alex nodded slowly. I tried to get a sense of him, to see what he was really feeling, but still, I couldn’t feel a thing. Just…cold.
“Hey, there, Goldilocks!” Thad appeared from behind Alex, beaming. “How’d you sleep?” He slid onto the bench beside me as something furry rammed into my arm. Egan’s tail.
“Fine,” I said, and put all my focus on scratching Egan between the ears.
“Enjoy breakfast,” Alex said to the group and started to leave.
“Alexander?” Sonya asked, and Alex paused. “Vera was looking for you earlier. She said she’d be in the courtyard.”
Alex stared only at me as he nodded, and then he left.
Vera. Jealousy squeezed my stomach, and I lost my appetite.
The adults continued their conversation about the dark rider and the shadowguard, and Thad leaned in while Egan licked my fingertips.
“Are you the real Goldilocks?” he whispered.
“No,” I said, leaning away so that I could listen to my dad and the Del Contes.
“—using festival as a distraction?” Cicero asked, brow furrowed.
“It makes sense to me,” Dad replied. “I just don’t know—”
“When did you do it?” Thad whispered.
“This morning,” I replied, annoyed, turning back to the discussion.
“Maybe we do need to finish the games,” Cicero said, “in order to use the stone to stop him.”
“Wow, I can’t believe it worked,” Thad said.
Wait, what? I spun on Thad. “You mean you didn’t know?”
He shrugged. “I wasn’t sure. I’ve never seen it used before, I’ve only read about it, but wow.” He folded his arms over his chest, regarding me with pride. “You don’t get much better than that. You even have his wimpy voice.”
I rolled my eyes.
“So you drank all of it?” he asked.
“Um, about that…”
His eyes grew wide, and he abruptly got up from his seat and said, “Come on. Let’s get some fresh air.” Which translated to “How could you screw up my genius?”
With a sigh, I got up from the table.
Dad and the Del Contes glanced up. “Going to get ready for the ceremony already?” Dad asked.
I forced a smile. “Something like that.”
He grinned and went back to his breakfast.
Thad led me out of the dining hall. “You didn’t drink all of it?”
I explained what had happened, and once I was done, he scratched his neck and looked at me like I was an idiot.
“So…?” I asked.
“Well, it worked,” he said.
“And…?”
“We don’t know how long it’ll work.”
“What do you mean, how long?”
“Let’s just hope it lasts through the ceremony.”
He pushed through a set of double doors. The morning air was ice-cold, burning my nose, but the sun warmed my leathers.
I heard laughter off to my right.
It was Alex’s.
There he was, off to one side of the courtyard, moving lithe and graceful with his sword in his hands, and someone leapt toward him.
It was Vera.
She moved fast, her hair shining in a blonde cloud, but Alex slipped away in a blur. Their swords clashed, Vera growled, and Alex smiled. There was a small crowd of young people, including Brant and Sturgis and Phin and Flanders, standing by watching.
“What are they doing?” I asked Thad.
His eyes followed mine. “Ah,” he said. “They’re playing.”
Clang—clang!
Vera leapt from Alex’s jab.
“Playing?” I asked.
Thad grinned. “Sadism is an unfortunate byproduct of Academia training.”
Alex had his sword at Vera’s throat. She surrendered, furious, and Alex smiled, enjoying every moment of it.
“Oi, there, Goldilocks, I’d try not to look too jealous if I were you,” Thad said.
I glanced back at Thad. “I’m not jealous.”
He folded his arms. “Well, good, because he’s coming over here right now.”
“What?” I spun around.
Alex had re-sheathed his sword and was jogging across the courtyard toward us.
Calm down and take a deep breath. Remember, you’re Stefan.
Alex reached us, breathless. He reminded me of when he was a little boy: cheeks pink, hair stuck to his sweaty forehead, and eyes sparkling with joy. But then he lifted the corner of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his brow and I saw his abs.
Those weren’t the abs of a boy, and I could’ve sworn there were more than six of them. And there was a nice little line that curved from his waist, ducking beneath his belt…
Thad nudged me in the ribs, hard.
I looked up, straight into Alex’s eyes. He was studying me with a strange expression on his face, one that pretty much said “I’m a little weirded out by how you’re staring at me right now.” He finally dropped his shirt, hiding his stomach.
“You okay, Stef?” Alex asked.
“Uh—“ Well, this is awkward “—yeah, I’m fine. How are you?”
Alex studied my ankle and then looked back into my eyes. He searched and searched, trying to decide, trying to solve some mystery.
And I needed to get my act together before he solved it and ruined everything.
Vera appeared right next to Alex. Her hair was tousled from the fight but it added to that savage air she had about her. Her leathers accentuated her womanly shape, particularly around the bust where her top was open enough to show cleavage.
It made me feel like a shapeless little girl. No, right now, I wasn’t even a girl.
“Stefan.” Vera nodded curtly. She had a sort of accent when she said Stefan, really emphasizing the “ef” part.
Thad cleared his throat.
Right. “Hey, uh, er…” I started, “nice job over there.”
Nice job?
Vera studied me with her large, dark eyes. Those same eyes looked to Alex and a light flickered in them. “Alexander was slow this morning. Late night?” Vera’s voice was sultry. It was the kind of voice that would stun just about any man into doing whatever she asked of them, especially with her looking the way she did.
Alex, however, smiled innocently and glanced back at me.
“Are you feeling better?” Vera asked, amused.
“Yeah, I am, thanks. Amazing what a few hours of sleep will do,” I said.
She turned to Alex and smiled—she had a very beautiful smile—and he smiled back and brushed some dust from her shoulder.
I swallowed and clenched my teeth.
“Alexander always fights your battles.” Vera said his name like Ah-legs-zahn-dah. “The Nord would’ve beaten you into pixie dust if he hadn’t stepped in.”
I felt a sort of defense for Stefan and stood a little taller. “I can handle myself just fine“—I looked at Alex—“not that I don’t appreciate what you did.”
“Tell me, Stef”—Alex arched a brow—“do you remember what I did?”
I was saved from answering by a sharp, “Veranna!”
Vera stiffened and narrowed her eyes. Her anger flushed before she took off towards a lady who had appeared before the crowd. The lady wasn’t wearing nearly enough clothing for winter, but rather had such a bold presence that she seemed to melt the frost she stood upon. Her hair was long and white-blonde, much like Vera’s, and her features had the same dangerous beauty that Vera’s had.
It must be her mother.
“Here,” Alex said, tossing me a sword. He raised the blade as his eyes locked with mine. “Fight me.”
What?
There was no way I could fight him. He’d know in two seconds that I wasn’t Stefan. “Alex, I don’t really think…”
He held the sword to my throat, attracting the attention from those around us.
Alex’s eyes narrowed. “Fight. Me.”
The crowd that had been forming was now cheering and prodding, wanting us to fight, begging us to fight.
Alex held his sword flat, glaring down the metal at me. “You didn’t forget our tradition, did you?” His gaze was intense.
The others laughed at his taunt, but I knew he wasn’t joking. He was searching.
I swallowed, adjusting the sword in my hands. It was much heavier than my daggers.
I glanced back at Thad, who had started cheering with the crowd.
Some help you are.
Alex wiped the sweat from his brow, his jaw set with purpose, and he moved.
Our swords clashed, and the crowd cheered even louder.
Alex’s breath clouded the air, his eyes fierce. I’d forgotten how fast he was, and he seemed even faster than before. It was hard enough following his movements, let alone blocking his sword. But he wasn’t giving it everything. He was holding back, testing me, trying different things and watching my reactions like a game of cat and mouse.
A cold breeze barreled through and I wiped the hair from my face.
Alex set his mouth and the next thing I knew, my arm was wrenched behind my back and he held his sword to my throat. His breathing was heavy in my ear. “What are you playing at?” His whisper was sharp.
I gasped for air. “I don’t know what you’re—” breathe “—talking about.”
“You don’t, do you?” He stepped on my foot, hard, and pushed me down, my sword slipping out of my hands.
The crowd gasped with surprise and wonder.
I stumbled to my feet and grabbed Stefan’s sword. When I looked up, Alex was glowering at me, jaw clenched.
He had stepped on the foot Stefan had broken and I hadn’t so much as flinched.
He came at me fast and strong, and it took everything I had just to keep him at bay. Each blow burned my arm as I deflected; the courtyard filled with the sounds of clanging metal.
“Fight me,” Alex said through his teeth, so low I barely heard.
Clang.
“I am,” I growled.
He shook his head, arching out of the way of my jab. “Mean it,” he said. His expression was hard; the green in his eyes shone with something brilliant and threatening.
The wind rustled through the courtyard again, lifting my cloak.
I thought of Fleck. I thought of his fear and how much he depended on me, and how powerless I was to help him, how powerless I’d always been. And then I thought of Alex. How much I had cared about him—still cared about him—and how much he kept hurting me.
My thoughts flashed through me in a split second, and the next breeze that rolled through the courtyard filled me with rage.
Sweat dripped down Alex’s temples as he avoided my blows, countering them.
“That’s it,” Alex whispered as we spun around each other.
He was breathing heavily now, but there was satisfaction in his eyes. He was helping me win. He wanted me to win, but he wouldn’t just let me. I had to earn it as an equal.
Round and round we danced, our swords ringing throughout the courtyard, strong and true.
He stared into my eyes, then, as if he saw me as me—not Stefan. It was in that moment he hesitated, and it was all I needed.
I kicked his sword from his hand, held mine at his throat, and he raised his arms in surrender.
The crowd gasped and cheered, but Alex didn’t react. He continued holding my gaze, until at last his lips pulled up into a grin and my heart fluttered.
He looked away, retrieved his sword, and shoved it back in its sheath. I turned around and caught a glimpse of Lord Commodus and the headmaster, standing off to the side of the courtyard, watching me. No sooner had I made eye contact than they turned and left.
I handed my sword back to Alex. He was studying me, his features tight and sharp.
“Were they watching the whole time?” I asked.
He took the sword from my hands. “They’re always watching.” He held my gaze a moment longer, and then he walked away.
I found Thad, grabbed his arm, and pulled him through the courtyard.
“I need to show you something,” I said.
“Can’t it wait?” Thad asked, glancing at the clock tower.
“No.” I pushed through the doors, back inside the castle walls.
“Oh, come on! I’m supposed to be making a guest appearance at the ladies’ brunch!”
I faked remorse. “I guess they’ll have to endure without you, then.”
The halls were busier now, as people had begun waking.
“Mind telling me what this is about?” Thad asked with Egan trailing behind us.
“Not yet.”
Thad was pretty good about not putting up a fight. Well, right until we started down the steps that led to the lower library.
“Oh, no,” Thad said, planting his feet at the top of the stairs while Egan whimpered beside him.
“What do you mean, ‘oh, no?’”
“I’m not going down there.”
Egan’s tail swept the stone floor, and I put my hands on my hips. “Why not?”
“That place is creepy.”
“Thad. It’s a lib-rar-y.”
He nodded. “Exactly.”
I grunted and stepped down.
“Seriously, Rook, you know what’s in there?”
I made a face. “Books?”
“‘Books,’ she says.” He shook his head.
“Look,” I said, annoyed, “I need to talk to you and it’s the only place I know no one goes—I was down there for hours all by myself, remember?”
He studied me a moment, rolling a fresh piece of dried grass between his lips as Egan rubbed his nose against my leg.
Finally, Thad took a step down. He followed me all the way down, through the long, dark torch-lined corridor, and we stopped before the door of the lower library. A draft of cool air breathed over my skin and was gone, and Thad watched the shadows, wary.
I tried the door; it was locked. I tried again.
“Huh.” I let go of the iron ring. “It wasn’t locked before.”
Energy pulsed from Thad; the air around us shuddered and faded.
“No, it’s not locked,” Thad said quietly, dusting his hands. “It’s been sealed.”
Egan whimpered and wiggled between my feet.
“Sealed?” I asked.
“With magic.”
I stared at the iron dragon’s head holding the iron ring in its teeth. “It wasn’t sealed when I came down here with Sir Armand.”
“Well, it is now, and I can’t break it. Only the person who made it can, so—” he turned to me “—looks like you’ll have to just talk to me in this cold, dark, creepy tunnel.”
Cold air tickled my neck and I shivered.
“Unless you can think of some place warmer?” Thad offered.
“No…” I glanced down the dark corridor. The hall was empty. There was no sense of life or emotions except the amusement coming from Thad. This was as safe and private as I would get. “There’s a portrait in there,” I whispered.
“Wait.” Thad’s brows knit together. “You wanted to bring me to a library to show me a painting.”
I watched the shadows. I didn’t like them.
Quit being paranoid; there’s no one down here except you two.
“I found it, when I was in there picking thorns,” I said.
“Great. Don’t tell me King Darius stole the Mona Lisa and locked it behind that door.”
“Wait, how do you know about the Mona Lisa?”
Thad looked at me as if I’d grown a third arm and was picking my nose with it. “Uh, because Leonardo da Vinci’s mother was originally from the Arborenne? Come on, Rook. No one from Earth has a fraction of that imagination in their genes.”
Seriously? “Anyways,” I continued, “the man looked just like my dad, but his name was Eris Mordryck…I didn’t catch the last name, but it began with an ‘R’.”
The grass between Thad’s lips stopped moving, but he recovered quickly with a smirk. “And you don’t think the fact he looks just like your dad has something to do with it? Maybe it was taken when your dad was young? Probably just some misprint—”
“No.” I shook my head. “He looks like him, but he’s different. I can’t explain it, really, and then I overheard Lord Commodus and the headmaster talking about him, and then Tran said he was dead…”
“He is dead,” Thad whispered.
A cool waft of air carried his whisper away, deeper into the shadows.
“You knew about him? So why did you act like—”
“Rook.” He pushed himself from the wall and looked past me. “When—” he swallowed “—Eris died, the king wanted his memory dead, too. Every relic, every possession, every portrait…burned. Even mentioning his name was considered an act of treason.”
That sounded a little extreme, and also sounded exactly like the king. “But why did he…”
“Eris was his son.”
Wait…what?
Eris was…his son? “You’re serious.”
Thad scratched Egan between his droopy, frightened ears.
“As in my dad’s brother?” I asked.
“As in your uncle, has the same mother as your father…” He waved off the rest.
My dad had a brother. I had an uncle. Well, a deceased one. “Wait, so does my dad know about this?” I asked.
Thad scrunched his nose. “Pretty sure he does.”
My anger flared. “Does Stefan know about this?”
“Not that I know of. Our generation was left in the dark about that one.”
“So how do you know about him?” I asked.
“Come on, Rook. I know everything.” He winked.
My dad had a brother.
Strange. Why hadn’t he ever said anything? “When did he die?”
“Oh, almost nineteen years ago.”
Right around the time I was born. Right around the time my mother had died. Well, no wonder my dad had a difficult time talking about that period in his life. And maybe that was why I’d never heard about an uncle.
“How did he die?” I asked.
Thad chewed on the piece of grass and messed with his rolled-up shirtsleeve. “Not sure,” he said. “Information’s limited, you know, but rumor is he had been experimenting with dark magic and it killed him.”
“So the king just decided to try to get rid of his memory because he was experimenting?”
Thad shrugged. “Just what I’ve heard. But—” he stood tall “—he’s dead, though, so it doesn’t matter.”
The man in the fields, the one I’d seen back at my home in Fresno. It was the same, and he wasn’t a vision or a replica—he had been real. He had materialized in front of me. My skin scrawled, seeing his haunted face, reliving his horrible memory.
I glanced back at the menacing shadows. “What if he’s not dead?”
I thought I saw the shadows move.
“Well, that’s the dumbest—” Thad started.
The torches at the end of the hall went out.
I stared at the darkness. “Did you?’ I whispered to Thad.
“No,” he whispered back.
Cold air blew over my skin, and I felt it. Burning like ice, seductive and terrifying, ravenous with an appetite of thousands.
Something was down here, with us, waiting in the shadows.
 
 



Chapter 14
The Keeper’s Flame
 
 
The next torch went out as though swallowed by a living black cloud. A cloud that was moving closer, toward us. It filled the spaces in the hall, the darkness palpable as it devoured the next torch…and the next.
I couldn’t move. I wanted to run, but my legs were like lead, stuck to the stone floor. Cold air burned my nose and lungs, turning colder by the moment.
It was almost upon us, now.
Air and darkness swirled around us in a maelstrom, screaming in a chorus of horrible otherworldly voices.
I wanted to scream but my body was frozen as though possessed by an unnatural force, while cold fingers twisted my insides, making them burn.
And then it was gone.
The darkness, the cold, the terror—all of it.
The torches burned as though they’d never stopped burning; the hall was empty and quiet as though it’d never been disturbed.
Thad stood beside me, wide-eyed, with his hair standing out on all ends.
“What was that?” I gasped.
Thad started backing away, towards the staircase. “Our cue to leave, I think.”
I swallowed, looking back down the hall. “But did you hear that?”
Thad tilted his head. “Hear what?”
“That…screaming.”
Thad arched a brow and studied the torches mistrustfully. “No, and I’m not about to wait around for it.”
We all but ran up the staircase and didn’t stop running through the halls—ignoring annoyed stares—until we felt we were safely out of reach. We passed the corridor that led to the assembly hall when Thad grabbed my arm and jerked me back against the wall.
A group of guards walked past, faces heavy and distressed, and they were carrying something between them.
Bodies.
There were two, lying on a stretcher with a blanket draped over them. An ashen hand slipped from beneath one, hanging lifeless from the stretcher. The hand was wrinkled like a raisin, as if everything inside had been sucked out. Like the guard I’d seen lying dead on the floor.
One of the guards hurried to conceal the hand, and my stomach turned.
The people in the hall moved to the side as they walked, whispering to each other, afraid.
“Get back!” yelled one of the guards, shooing them off.
“What happened?” A woman’s voice trembled.
The guards didn’t answer her.
“Prince Stefan.” It was Sir Armand. “I was just on my way to your father.”
He stopped before me. The lines in his face were deep, especially around his sunken eyes. He looked as though he hadn’t slept in weeks.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
He glanced after the group, jaw clenched. “Two of the scouts I sent to the East Ridge after the dark rider.”
“The dark rider, he…” I nodded towards the group.
Sir Armand removed his hat and wiped his hair from his forehead. “He’s here. I don’t know where”—he glanced at the walls as though the dark rider were hiding inside of them—“but best pray we find him soon. We can’t keep this from the people much longer.”
“Where are you taking them?” I glanced after the guards.
“The headmaster. I hope he has answers because I’ve never seen anything like this, and until we know how he’s doing it, I’m afraid it won’t be the last.”
 
****
 
I reached the hallway to my room and stopped.
There were no guards. Cicero and Sonya were discussing something outside of my room, and they were extremely worried.
Sonya glanced up and noticed me; Cicero caught sight of me right after.
“Stefan,” Sonya said, motioning for me to hurry toward them.
Slowly, I walked forward. “What’s going on?”
“Your sister…she won’t wake.” Sonya’s warm eyes watched the door.
“Where’s—”
“He’s in there with her and he’s brought Gaius.”
Gaius? I wanted to ask her who this Gaius was, but she’d said it like I should already know, so instead I nodded. “Can I go in?”
“Of course,” she said.
I walked to my door and hesitated; I didn’t hear any voices on the other side. With a deep breath, I pushed the door in, stepped inside and closed it behind me.
Stefan was fast asleep on my bed and snoring loudly. An older gentleman huddled over him, feeling around on Stefan’s forehead as my dad paced the floor behind them. He glanced up when we entered.
“She won’t wake up,” he said.
Good, at least the medic hadn’t discovered anything.
Yet.
I walked to Stefan, who was clutching my pillow and mumbling something about wanting pink flowers in his room, and then he went back to snoring.
The older gentleman’s back was to me while he fumbled through a rather large cloth bag. He muttered something to himself, scratched his short white hair, and then glanced back at me.
My breath caught.
Tran.
I wouldn’t have recognized him if it wasn’t for the blue eyes. His beard was gone and his white mustache was neat and groomed, and his usual long and thick white hair had been reduced to the sides of his head, leaving a large patch of splotchy skin on top. A small pair of bifocals rested on the end of his nose and they moved when he smiled.
“Prince Stefan.” Even his voice sounded different. Weaker and more frail. He glanced back at my dad. “Seems our dear Sleeping Beauty is under a spell, also known as a strong analgesic mixed with faerie wine. You don’t know who, perhaps, gave this to her?”
I walked toward them, past my mirror, and froze. It was my reflection—my true reflection—staring back. I caught Tran’s warning gaze and quickly stepped aside.
Dad didn’t notice.
“When will it wear off?” My dad stopped pacing and turned his red face towards Tran.
Tran went back to rummaging through his bag. “Hard to say, exactly.” He pulled out a pink flower and stuck it behind Stefan’s ear. “Perhaps tomorrow morning; perhaps six months.”
Dad and I both gasped and said, “Six months?” in unison.
Tran patted Dad’s shoulder. “It will be fine, my prince, but I must be off. I’ll return this evening to check her progress.”
“Is there nothing you can do to wake her?” Dad asked.
Tran scratched his short mustache. “I’m afraid not. Faerie wine is quite sticky and coats the stomach like tar, and that drug is mixed with it. Be thankful it isn’t worse.”
Dad studied Stefan while I worked hard on keeping a straight face.
“If the king finds out she can’t attend the ceremony tonight…” Dad started.
“The king doesn’t have a choice in the matter. If it helps, I’ll stay with her during the ceremony. While her absence must be excused, I’m afraid neither of yours will be.” Tran’s disappointed gaze fixed on me, and I suddenly felt guilty.
He’d known exactly what I’d planned.
“Would you?” Dad asked. “I can’t leave her alone like this.”
Tran nodded once. “Then consider it done. I’ll return before the ceremony and make sure no one disturbs her while you’re gone.”
Dad sighed. “Thank you, Gaius.”
I was beginning to wonder if there was a hat Tran didn’t wear.
“It is my pleasure.” Tran bowed his head.
Dad glanced up at me. “Will you stay with your sister until I get you for the ceremony?”
Stefan choked on a snore, and I couldn’t help but think his snoring alone should’ve given me away. No woman in the world could snore like that.
“Sure,” I said.
Dad brushed the hair back from Stefan’s forehead, kissed it gently, and paused at the door. “I’ll be back in a few hours. I need to warn the king.” He hesitated, took one last glance at Stefan, and then left.
Tran stared at me through his small, round bifocals.
“When did you find out?” I asked, embarrassed.
He arched a bushy white brow. “The moment you left with Thaddeus.”
“But how?“
“Child,” Tran sighed, “Grool would notice a speck of dust out of place on that bookshelf.” He regarded me a moment, then turned back to his bag.
“You’re angry,” I said.
He paused, his back to me. “No, I’m not angry. I’m a little annoyed because Grool has turned my entire living room into a laboratory, bound and determined to replenish what was stolen, which has resulted in an inconvenient number of fires and explosions. But more than that, I’m worried. What you’re doing”—he looked over his shoulder at me—“it’s too dangerous. You will die, child.”
He was quiet while the weight of his words sunk in.
Die?
He hadn’t said “might” or “could” or “you’re an idiot.” No, he’d said will, as in the result was final.
I swallowed and looked away. “I have to try. I can’t let them hurt Fleck anymore.”
Tran studied me a long, silent moment. “I understand,” he said at last. “I’ll return this evening to stay with your brother. Someone needs to be here to explain to him why everyone thinks he’s you.”
I paused. “So you think he’s going to wake this evening?”
Tran tilted his head, studying Stefan. “I’ll give him something to wake him up, but I can’t have anyone around when he does. It’d be too confusing—for everyone, especially him.”
“Thank you, Tran,” I said.
“Don’t thank me, child. Just stay alive.”
With that, he vanished.
 
****
 
The ceremonial hall was perfectly round, made of glossy black tiles. The walls rose tall, curving into a grand dome overhead, and even though they were all black, even though there were no torches in the room, there was an ethereal white glow reflecting from every surface and every tile. The glow came from a small object hovering above an ornate iron pedestal that stood in the center of the room. It was a stone no larger than my hand, but it wasn’t the stone that was glowing. It was what was inside: a fine white mist, swirling and pulsing within compact walls of glass. It illuminated brighter with each pulse, radiating with power, beautiful and captivating.
Behind it hovered a gleaming golden shield. The shield wasn’t together, though; it was suspended into seven separate pieces, just like Cicero had told me months ago. Each piece hovered mere inches from the ones beside it, like puzzle pieces laid in respective places, waiting to be pushed together. And, just like a puzzle, on the surface of each piece were engravings.
Each scene was broken, but the intended picture was easy to make out: one quadrant of swirling clouds, one of towering mountains, one of blazing flames, one of rushing water.
The elementals.
My gaze lingered on the clouds shining beneath the light of the stone. Such smooth lines and so much power, never to be contained, not even by the shield that carried them. They held their own power, separate from the others. It was a power I could feel and taste. A power I could smell and, as I stood, hypnotized by them, I thought I saw the smooth lines swell and roll.
Like they were real.
Lined in front of it all were the iron bowls I’d seen at the dance. Only this time, I counted seven. Pendel was at the far end.
I followed Dad and Sir Armand de Basco farther into the room, threading our way through dense clusters of spectators, until we stepped into a section decorated in greens and blacks and silvers. An emerald green flag hung overhead with an emblem of a black dragonhead in the center: the symbol of Valdon; the symbol of power.
“There you are, Stefan.” The king appeared, sounding pleased, but his eyes communicated something different. They were colder than usual, despite the sweltering fire burning inside of him. He looked past me, past Dad, past Sir Armand, and his lips turned down. “She’s still not feeling well, I presume?”
Dad’s defenses peaked, but his face revealed nothing but perfect control. “No, Father, though I am hopeful—as is Gaius—that she’ll be present for the games.”
A shadow crossed the king’s face. “You’d best hope that she is.”
Dad held the king’s gaze a moment and said, “Yes, sire.”
“Good,” the king said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” The king stood at the foot of the room and the whispering died. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” the king’s voice bellowed. “I present to you the members of the guild.” 
Doors opened on the opposite side of the round room. Standing in the doorway were two figures. Their frames were veiled beneath crimson robes that pooled on the shiny black floor, their faces hidden in the shadows of a bulbous hood, and the power emanating from them hit me like a bolt of lightening.
In pairs, they stepped into the room, smooth and steady as though they were floating, but once they reached the center of the room, the pairs split, each going in the opposite direction around the center display until they joined at the other side. 
After a few moments, the center display was lined with a perfect circle of red-robed figures, the air thrumming with their conflated power. One of the figures moved forward to stand beside the king and lifted his hood. Headmaster Ambrose. His face looked deathly pale from the ethereal white-blue glow of the unity stone. His eyes were set back further in his head and the bones in his face were sharp, making him look skeletal. A skeleton dressed in blood.
The crowd waited in silence.
“People of Gaia.” The headmaster’s voice filled the chamber. “The significance of this night is perhaps the greatest Gaia has ever seen. The prophecies have spoken of a time when Galahad’s shield shall be reunited and a true heir may reclaim the throne.”
The headmaster turned from the crowd and approached the unity stone, pausing before it. He held out a pale, bony hand, letting it hover over the stone; the stone pulsed white.
“For centuries,” he continued, “the guild has protected the unity stone until the day a champion may come forth and unleash its power.” He turned to the crowd, his dark eyes narrowed. “Tonight we will bind each of your elected champions to the stone, but know this: The games are no simple matter. They have been designed to test your strength and ability, your character and integrity. The challenges you will face will be, perhaps, the greatest challenges you will ever face, and the most deadly. Some of you—” he paused “—may die.”
I swallowed, and the room was silent.
“Once bound to the stone,” he continued, “there is no turning back. If even one of you walks away there can be no victor. The power of Gaia will then fade into nothing, and this world will know nothing but darkness.”
He slowly walked to the iron bowl on the far left, the one with Orindor etched along the rim and blood-red gems like rubies gleaming from within.
What had I gotten myself in to?
Tests of strength and ability? Sure, I might be able to fight and use my daggers, but I certainly wasn’t strong, and my ability? I couldn’t do magic in a magical world. My chances were better sneaking Fleck out of here.
But if I didn’t have the strength to fight in the games, I certainly didn’t have the strength to protect him.
“Danton Pontefract of Orindor,” said the headmaster.
Danton emerged from the crowd. His blue eyes looked bluer from the eerie light of the stone as he walked forward with pride.  He stopped before the headmaster and extended his arm. Headmaster Ambrose slid a jeweled dagger from the folds of his cloak, and then he pushed Danton’s sleeve up to his elbow.
The headmaster traced the tip of the dagger along Danton’s forearm and pulled it back; the edge was coated in red.
Blood.
My stomach turned, and my forearms started hurting.
“One for the bowl.” The headmaster held the tip of the dagger over Orindor’s bowl. Danton’s blood trickled down the blade until it bubbled at the tip and dropped onto the red gems.
“And one for the stone.” The headmaster took the blade to the unity stone and holding it over until a drop of blood fell upon it. But rather than slide down the side, the unity stone absorbed the blood and pulsed with red light.
A small flame appeared, hovering in Orindor’s iron bowl, rising from the red gems, and as I watched, fire-gold letters burned along the rim, just below “Orindor”:
 
DANTON MARCELL PONTEFRACT
 
As fast as they had appeared, they faded and were gone.
But the flame remained. The keeper’s flame. So that was what Thad had been talking about.
The headmaster nodded at Danton. Danton pushed down his sleeve and rejoined his father in the crowd.
“Ehren Venia of the Arborenne.” Headmaster Ambrose moved to the next iron bowl—the one with Arborenne etched along the brim.
The headmaster repeated the ritual for each contestant, and each time he stepped to the appropriate gem-filled bowl. The angry half-sized boy named Kenley, then Vera, and Steerforth. Steerforth even winked at Isla Justine, who was standing near me, while the headmaster dug into his arm.
Five flames burned in their respective bowls.
There were only two left: Valdon and Pendel. Which really meant I was the only one left.
“Prince Stefan Regius of Valdon.”
Part of me screamed to run. Run away from this room, these people. Anywhere but seal myself to this fate.
“Prince Stefan Regius,” the headmaster repeated, a little sharper this time.
Dad nudged me in the side.
With a deep breath, I walked to Valdon’s bowl, feeling every eye on my back.
“Your arm,” the headmaster said coolly.
I extended my forearm. The cool metal touched my skin and I winced. With the softest pressure, the dagger’s tip made a dimple in my skin and, with a sharp prick, blood pooled at the cut. The headmaster pulled the dagger away and added my blood to the emerald-like gems.
He moved to the unity stone and let a drop of my blood fall. As soon as my blood touched the surface, a surge of power exploded through the room, and with a stiff breeze the candles died.
All but for the flames in the bowls.
The crowd whispered as their confusion surrounded me, and then a flame rose from the deep green gems in Valdon’s bowl.
It was tiny, much smaller than all the other flames, and unlike the other contestants, no name appeared outside the bowl. The headmaster studied it, perplexed, and glanced at me, searching.
Letters began to appear, the same fire-gold that had appeared on every other bowl for every other contestant. But this name didn’t begin with an “S”.
It began with a “D”.
Oh, no.
My heart thudded and the crowd’s curiosity slammed into me, nearly knocking me down.
“Daria Pandor Regius?” whispered someone in the crowd. “But how…?”
The headmaster’s gaze seared and sweat began dripping down my temples. The king stepped forward, eyes narrowed at the bowl, mouth twisted in fury.
“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.
My dad stepped forward, furious. “There has to be some mistake.”
Headmaster Ambrose glowered at Dad. “The Keeper’s Fire cannot lie.”
“I know,” Dad exclaimed, “but you can see as well as I…Stefan?” He watched me with a terrified look on his face, and my body started feeling…strange. My skin tingled all over like it was going numb and my insides felt bubbly and warm. After a few seconds, the sensation passed and it was followed by a sharp gasp from the crowd.
The king’s eyes widened, and I knew.
My disguise—the potion. It had worn off.
 
 



Chapter 15
From Bad to Worse
 
 
Dad jerked me from the room of angry people faster than I’d thought possible. It didn’t, however, prevent me from hearing all the comments and accusations. “I knew she had magic!” “King Darius did this on purpose!” “They’ve been lying to us all along!”
But the most painful comment came from my dad, once he had me safely out of the room and into a mostly empty corridor. “What is wrong with you?”
My throat tightened.
His gaze burned. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” He was so angry, little droplets of spit flew in my face when he spoke.
“Dad, I—”
“I can only imagine why you did it”—he gripped my arm tighter—“to save Fleck. But to go to this extreme…this is foolish, Daria. Not even I can save you from this.”
I glanced away, trying to hold myself together. It was difficult enough going through with this, let alone having my own dad act like I was marching myself straight to death.
“Did Stefan agree to this?” he snapped.
“No,” I whispered.
He gripped my arm tighter. “Where is he?” 
“My room.”
Dad’s understanding surged and he jerked me after him, down the hall toward my room. The guards looked very confused as we approached, then looked at my door like it might start growing legs.
Dad shoved the door in. 
Stefan was sitting upright on my couch, staring absently at a pendulum sitting on my coffee table, while it click-click-clicked.
“Stefan,” Dad growled, but Stefan didn’t turn around. He sat there, watching the pendulum swing.
“Please tell me you’re not fighting tomorrow.” Stefan’s voice was weak.
Dad glared at me. “She is.” 
Stefan’s anger swelled, but he did not turn around.
“I expect you both to wait here while I help your grandfather convince a room full of enraged citizens that this entire thing wasn’t a setup,” Dad continued. “Stefan, when I return, I expect you’ll find your voice.”
Stefan didn’t respond.
Dad’s lips formed a line and he turned to me. His anger bubbled but his eyes were sad. Sad about what I’d done, how I’d lied…sad that he expected to lose his only daughter. Then he left, slamming the door after him.
The room was quiet.
I took a few steps toward Stefan. Stefan was as still as a statue.
“Stef?”
He all but jumped to a stand and started pulling at his hair. “ARE YOU MAD?”
I stepped back. “No, but—”
“Do you have any idea—any!—what you’re up against?”
“No, and I’m sorry. I—”
“You’ll be killed in two minutes!”
Not what I needed right now. “Stef, please, I—“
“How can she survive—and without magic?” Stefan wasn’t talking to me, now; he was talking to the air, pacing the room and still pulling at his hair. “This is completely mental! Even with magic she’d never make it out alive, not without someone that really—and I mean REALLY—knows magic. What is she thinking?” He paused in his pace.
“Stef—“
“I mean—” he resumed pacing again “—I knew she was desperate for freedom, but she might as well lie down and take a nap on the chopping block, and now I have to explain myself to Grandfather…” He winced.
“Stef—“
“Maybe I should just kill myself and be done with it.”
“Stefan—“
“WHAT?” He stopped and looked at me. There was this wild look to him, all bug-eyed with worry and his hair sticking out all over the place. I half-expected him to start foaming at the mouth.
“Stop, you’ll pull your hair out.”
He let go of his hair and collapsed in a chair, laying his head in his hands. “What did I do to deserve this?”
I took a deep breath. “Look, I’m sorry. I mean, what else was I supposed to do? You show up here with a shattered foot the very day before the ceremony, then Thad—”
Stefan sat erect, eyes narrowed. “Him.”
“Sorry?”
“Thad,” he hissed, jabbing a finger in my direction. “He’s the one that talked you into this. He’s always—”
“No, this was my decision,” I said.
“But he talked you into it; he gave you the disguise. I’ll wring his neck.”
I took another step forward. “But I took it, Stefan, leave him out of this.” Besides, it was more likely Thad would win that battle.
Stefan dropped his head in his hands and moaned. 
“I know you’re angry and you have every right to be, but I need you right now. There’s an entire room full of people down there who are furious and want to see me fail, and if I have any chance of making it out alive, I need your help.”
“No,” he said, voice weary. “You don’t want anyone’s help but your own. For all you complain about Grandfather, you’re just like him. All you care about is yourself.”
 
****
 
I awoke with a start.
Even half-asleep, my conversation with Stefan was still fresh in my mind. He thought I was going die in the games, and everyone else seemed to share his sentiment. Including my nightmares.
The candle burned beside my bed, but my room was otherwise dark. The castle was quiet; it had to be well past midnight.
I slipped from my bed, my feet landing on the cold stone floor. I needed to move. For all its empty space and cold air, my room felt cramped and stuffy. I padded to my dresser, slid into my leathers, shoved my daggers in my belt, shrugged into my cloak, and creaked my door open.
The hall was dark except for a few burning torches. There were no guards outside of my door. Instead, they were at the far end of the hall, leaning against the wall.
Very carefully, I stepped into the hall and closed the door behind me, trying not to make a sound.
The guards didn’t move.
I slipped into the shadows, away from them, and turned a corner.
The castle might have been sleeping but the wind was not. The windows all along the corridor rattled and groaned against the air outside. There was no moon tonight, just darkness. 
Like the darkness growing inside of me.
What I wanted was to go back to Earth, back to my boring life in Fresno, where there was no magic, no king. No guild, no lords…no Gaia.
I’d thought I’d had it so rough there, with Cadence as my only companion. What I wouldn’t give for that life now. Where it was just Dad and me on weekends, riding through the fields whenever I wanted. 
No real responsibility. No real threat.
I’d been so eager for a change—for freedom—but I’d been too ignorant to realize freedom came with responsibility. And this wasn’t a responsibility I could handle.
And somehow, being in a castle housing hundreds, I felt more alone than I’d ever felt living in Middle of Nowhere, California.
That had to have been years ago—decades ago.
Thad was the only person in this entire world who thought I had a chance in the games. I snorted to myself. Who was crazier? Him for suggesting it, or me for believing?
Voices sounded up ahead, muffled and hushed. I paused. The whispers continued and moved away from me. I hurried to catch them, sticking to the shadows of the hall.
“—better, actually,” whispered a voice around the corner.
“How?” whispered another. “Everyone will be watching her like a hawk now.”
I stepped forward; the voices were moving farther down the corridor.
“My father says she’ll be more vulnerable this way. Don’t you see? It gets her out of the castle.”
Once the voices were far enough away, I stepped around the corner. Three distinct figures were at the opposite end of the hall, turning the corner. They passed through the golden halo of a torch, and I clenched my fists.
Denn, accompanied by his lapdogs.
What were they doing wandering the halls at this time of night?
Whatever it is, it probably isn’t good and you should probably go right back to your room.
I waited a moment and crept after them.
“—vulnerable this way,” Denn continued.
“But what if it’s true? What if she really has power?” another asked.
Ah, yes, come to think of it, that one sounded like Laird.
“It won’t matter,” said Denn. “Father says everything is in place, and with the princess entering the games, things are better than they could’ve planned.”
I peered around the next corner; it was a dead end. The three of them were huddled against a wall. What were they doing?
Denn glanced around and I ducked behind the corner, my heart pounding in my ears as I held my breath.
The hall turned quiet. Too quiet. Slowly, I peered back around; they were gone. I stepped into the empty hall. Had they gone through one of the two doors? I crept to each one and listened.
Nothing.
Where…?
Curious, I walked to the spot I’d seen them huddled. It was just a stone wall with a large portrait of a castle built in a mountainside. 
A powerful gust of wind rattled the windows, and I felt a slight draft…from the painting.
I reached out and slid my fingers along the frame, reaching behind it, and my fingertips brushed against a small knob. I pushed it in, heard a soft click, and the left edge of the portrait disengaged from the wall.
I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was watching and tugged on the portrait. It swung outward like a door without sound, and beyond was darkness except for a faint golden glow, growing fainter by the second.
They were down there.
I climbed through the portrait, onto another stone floor, and closed the portrait behind me. The hall I stood inside of was just wide enough for one person, dark and dusty with a very low ceiling. It veered sharply left, and turned into a tight, descending spiral staircase.
I followed it down, trailing my hand over the cold stone walls. Round and round I went, careful to keep my footsteps soft. The air turned colder and damp, and I shivered inside of my cloak.
The staircase ended into a small, wooden door. 
I pressed my ear to the door and, once I was satisfied they weren’t standing right behind it, I grabbed the handle and slowly turned.
Cold air engulfed me, mixed with damp spray, as I stepped out into the night.
The door I had walked through was hidden in a rocky cliff, the face of it built so that it looked like rock, and I was standing at the base of a hill. A river rushed before me, the same river that ran alongside the castle, which towered high above.
I’d just followed them through a secret passage out of the castle.
I glanced around; I couldn’t find the glow anywhere.
Something struck me from behind.
I fell facedown on the ground, and before I could get up, something sharp jammed into my back.
“Well, well, well, as if this couldn’t get any better,” sneered Denn, as footsteps crunched beside me. “Out for a night stroll…alone, princess?” he hissed in my ear.
I struggled to get up, but Laird and Felix pinned down my arms and legs.
“I’m trying to figure out whether you’re extremely brave,” he continued, “or extremely stupid.”
“Get off me!” I cried.
I felt the desire burn inside of him, and my insides twisted.
He sniffed my hair. “I think you’re extremely stupid. Only an idiot would enter the games without magic, and last time we were together we found out you didn’t have any, didn’t we?” He licked my ear as I jerked and wriggled to get free. “Let’s see if Thad comes to save the little princess now.”
“Get away from me, you pig!” I yelled.
One of the boys kicked my side, hard, knocking the air from my lugs. I choked and coughed, struggling to breathe, right as Denn reeled back and punched the side of my face. Pain exploded through my jaw and my vision blurred. I blinked but all I could see were little black spots.
Where had the spots come from?
“I expect you to apologize for that, princess,” Denn said in my ear. 
“Let go!” I screamed.
“I think I’m going to enjoy this,” he said, licking my ear again. I could almost taste his pleasure, and then he ran his hands down my back, my sides, touching me. I jerked my head back and tried to kick, but their grips around my ankles and wrists only tightened. 
“Let’s calm you down a bit, first, shall we?” Denn sneered. 
I was being dragged as I tried wriggling free, but they were too strong. My head was shoved into the ice-cold river. I swallowed a mouthful of water and choked as they pulled me from the river, laughing. 
I slipped one of my wrists free and threw a punch, but Denn caught it in his fat fingers. His chuckle sounded sick. “I want you more obedient than that.” 
They shoved my head in the water again, this time holding me down longer. My lungs burst, the water around me like ice, and just when I thought I’d never taste the air again, they jerked my head up.
Denn smiled as he watched me struggling to breathe while coughing up water. “There.” He crouched beside me. “I think you’re ready for me now.” 
He reached out with one hand to touch my face, but the moment his fingers grazed my skin, I struck. 
I swung my leg out, knocking him off balance, shoved him back and took off running. The three of them scrambled after me. I sprinted but my vision was blurred and blotchy, and I kept staggering over my feet. Laird headed me off; I dodged just in time and cut straight into the river. 
The water was at my waist when something gripped my boot, pulling me back through the river toward the shore. I flailed while water ran into my nostrils, and I coughed and choked as they dragged me back to shore. 
But they didn’t pull me out of the water.
Denn shoved me down again and again, each time pulling me up just enough for me to catch a quick breath. At last he let go, crouching beside me as I hunched over, gasping and spitting up water.
He took a handful of my sopping wet hair and pulled my head back so that I was forced to look at him. “Stop fighting me, princess. You won’t win.” He leaned close; his breath smelled like ale. “So you can either enjoy it, or I’ll make it worse. It’s your choice.”
I spit in his face.
His eyes narrowed. He shoved me back along the bank and stomped hard on my ankle. I cried out in pain.
“I want to hear you beg for it,” he said lowly, grinding his knee in my back.
“You—“ My voice cut off with a cry as Denn twisted my arm behind my back. 
“I really don’t want to hurt you,” he said, trailing his nose along my neck, the weight of his body holding me down. “Beg and the pain will stop.” He twisted my arm harder.
I squirmed, but he was too strong. Or I was too weak. 
“Maybe I’m not being fair.” He paused, moving his lips to my ear. “Beg for it, and I promise not to hurt Fleck.”
At the mention of Fleck, I froze. 
Denn’s satisfaction was acute. “I know all about your little Daloren friend,” he said. “What’s going to happen to him, and trust me when I say that I’m in a position to help him, as long as you do what I say.”
He wasn’t lying.
I heard the clatter of a belt—his belt—as he adjusted his clothes, while the other two held me down. “I won’t tell you again, princess,” he said. “And I’ll have you, regardless.”
Bile rose in my throat. “Let go of me!” But even as I screamed, my voice sounded frail…and defeated.
And he knew he’d won.
“You know that’s not the kind of begging I want,” he said, running his hands down my back.
Tears streamed down my wet face, and I couldn’t stop them. I was helpless—always helpless.
And I hated myself for it.
“Don’t worry,” Denn said. “When people say you aren’t good for anything, I’ll tell them differently.” Denn grabbed onto my belt, and I heard a hard smack behind me. At first I thought I’d been hit, but no pain followed.
There was shuffling and someone grunted. Footsteps splashed through water and then the weight was gone from my back, followed by a succession of thuds and grunts and smacks. More footsteps splashed away.
My tears wouldn’t stop. I choked on them and swallowed them as I lay there, shaking and clutching my stomach, curled on my side. I felt filthy. I hated that Denn’s hands had touched me, that he had been that close…
That I had been so helpless and weak.
Someone pulled me into their arms and whispered, “I’ve got you, now. You’re safe.” And then I was faintly aware that I was being carried. My ankle burned as it swung back and forth.
“Please…” My voice trembled and my lips were so cold it was almost impossible to move them. “Don’t…”
“Shh.” The voice rumbled against my ear. “They’re gone.”
My lids fluttered open.
I couldn’t see his face, just the outline in the night, but I knew that outline anywhere.
It was Alex.
He stopped walking and started talking to someone, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. 
At last, Alex bent his head to me, holding me tight. “Daria, I’m sorry, but I have to hand you off to Brant, all right?”
Brant? I knew the name, but my head was too fuzzy to place him.
“He’s another Aegis,” Alex said softly, brushing wet hair from my face. “He’ll take care of you, I promise.”
“We met briefly at Rook’s Landing,” said another deep voice nearby.
Rook’s Landing. What was that? I couldn’t remember, but I thought I should’ve been able to.
Their voices faded in and out like a dream. I just wished I could wake up in a warm dream.
My body shifted from one set of arms to another, and my legs started swinging again.
“You sure we shouldn’t take her to the healers?” whispered another voice.
“No,” Brant replied. “Alex said it’s too dangerous. We’re taking her to her room while he gets Prince Alaric.”
Warm air engulfed me, but it wouldn’t chase away the cold. 
Why was I so cold?
Brant set me down on something soft and started tugging at my cloak. It triggered me and I snapped awake, raking and clawing at him, but I was slow—sluggish. He stepped back from me, hands up in surrender. 
“Here,” said a soft voice. “Let me do that.”
Rhea rushed to my bedside and placed a hand on my forehead. “She’s burning up.”
“I know,” said Brant, “but Alex didn’t think it’d be a good idea if we took her to a healer and this got out.”
Rhea’s face was tight as she studied me. She took off my cloak and helped me lie down. “Keep an eye on her while I start the bath,” she said over her shoulder.
“Yes, ma’am,” Brant replied.
Rhea leaned close, brushing the wet hair from my forehead. “I’m going to leave for a moment, and these two boys are going to keep an eye on you until I come back. You’re safe with them, I promise.” She squeezed my hand and left.
I glanced at Brant, who lingered a few feet away.
“Are her lips supposed to be that purple?” Another boy appeared with flaming red hair.
Denn.
My insides churned and I struggled to scoot away from them on my bed.
Brant said something and rushed to my side before I fell off the bed. “Princess, it’s okay. Relax. No one is going to hurt you.”
I stared wide-eyed at the boy with red hair and as I watched him, I realized it wasn’t Denn. This boy was about one-fifth Denn’s size, with a face full of innocent-looking freckles and he appeared slightly aghast.
Brant adjusted a pillow on my bed, and I heard a sharp, “Where is she?”
Brant stepped back and my dad appeared at my bedside. Alex wasn’t with him.
Dad looked horrified, his eyes full of fear, searching mine in disbelief. “What happened?”
Brant said something to him, but all I caught were the words “bank,” “ankle” and “Alex.” My dad’s fury was almost enough to warm my insides. Almost.
Dad rested a cheek on my forehead. “She’s burning up! Where’s Rhea?” He whipped his head around.
“Right here.” She rushed into the room. “Bath’s almost ready.”
“Brant, Phin—thank you,” Dad said. He walked them to the door, and the three of them continued discussing things in whispers while Rhea helped me sit up. 
“I need to get you to the bathroom; think you can walk?”
Very carefully, she helped me slide off the bed, catching me so that I wasn’t forced to put all my weight on my ankle. The two of us hobbled to my bathroom. 
Even the stone floor felt warm.
She helped me peel off my cold, wet clothes and slip into the bathtub.
“Too…hot…” I tried to climb back out, but she wouldn’t let me.
“No, you’re frozen,” she said gently. 
The water burned. My body felt like it was slowly melting, fire spreading over every inch of my skin. I wasn’t sure which was worse—freezing to death, or burning alive.
Rhea sat at my side, quiet, looking like a worried mother. “What happened to your ankle?” she asked.
I shut my eyes and sank into the tub until the water brushed against my nose. 
I could still smell the ale on his breath, feel his hands on my body, and I felt like throwing up.
“It’s all right,” Rhea said softly, squeezing a warm, wet rag over my head. “You don’t have to talk about it. You’re here now, and safe—that’s all that matters.”
Safe.
I was safe…because of Alex.
How was I going to survive this week when I couldn’t even protect myself from Denn?
I stayed in the tub until my fingers and toes turned to raisins and the water had turned somewhat cold. Rhea helped me out, wrapped me in a towel, and assisted me into my pajamas. Together, we walked back into my room, where my dad waited impatiently for me. He immediately took Rhea’s spot beside me and helped carry me to my bed.
Rhea exchanged a glance with my father, and Dad shook his head. “Tell him no,” Dad said.
Rhea nodded and left.
“Tell who no?” I asked.
Dad sighed and looked back at me, face tight. “Your brother. He’s been outside of your door ever since Alex told me what happened.”
I swallowed and glanced away. 
Dad sat on my bedside and folded his hands in his lap. “Alex said he was on his way back from the marketplace with Brant and the others, and he saw you near the bank.” His eyes were so blue, so worried and loving. “Princess, what happened?” His voice was so tender.
I bit my lip and looked away. So, Alex hadn’t told him what happened, and there was no way I could tell him. It was…humiliating. It made me feel like I’d swallowed a pile of dung and then rolled around in it. Naked. 
Dad sighed. “How’s your ankle?”
I wiped a stray tear. “Hurts,” I whispered.
His rough, warm hands felt around my ankle, and I winced.
“Not broken,” he said, “but it might’ve hurt less if you had. Looks like someone stomped on it.” Dad looked questioningly at me, and I glanced away again.
“I’ll get Sonya in here to tend to it soon. Until then, you need to rest. Today is a big day.” His voice sounded burdened and sad, and his face looked strained. “Promise me you’ll stay here and rest.”
“I don’t have a choice,” I said.
He leaned forward and kissed me gently on my forehead. “Princess.” He gazed into my eyes. “I don’t care about the games. I don’t care about this world, its magic, its politics. All I’ve ever cared about are you and Stefan.” He paused, his voice shaken. He clenched his jaw and continued in the faintest whisper. “Please…be careful out there. You don’t have to win, Daria. Just stay alive. If anything happens to you…” His voice trailed and his eyes filled with water as his sorrow flooded over me.
I’d done this to him. 
All he’d ever done, all his life, was try to make sure I was safe.
He was the one person in either world who loved me, and he was the one man I kept torturing.
He turned from me and wiped his eyes. “I need to let you rest.” He stood from my bed and walked to the door.
“Dad,” I whispered.
He paused.
“I’m sorry.” My throat clamped down.
He looked pained. “No, I’m sorry.” And then he left.
 
 



Chapter 16
The First Competition
 
 
Vera, Danton, and I were all that remained.
The cheers and clapping from the arena reverberated down the hall and into our room directly beneath the arena, while each of us waited our turn to compete. From the moment Master Durus had escorted us deep inside, Vera had taken a nice little corner and had stayed there, gifting us with a view of her back. It wasn’t until the three of us were left that she’d decided to spin around and nominate me the subject of her hard glare, spending particular time staring at my right cheekbone, where my bruise was.
Did everyone know?
Every time I thought of what had happened, I felt sick, and I had plenty of bruises on my body and face to remind me.
As my dad had promised, Sonya had come to tend to my wounds. However, the king had been so furious by my “willful disobedience” and “abhorrent subterfuge,” that he’d insisted the healings be minimal so that “the consequences of her actions will be felt acutely.” Sonya had done all she could, but I was still left with splotches on my body and an ankle that ached incessantly. At least I could walk on it.
Every so often, I would catch Danton looking at me, but he’d always glance away, brow wrinkled. He probably knew, too, and was disgusted with me like I was disgusted with myself.
“Veranna,” Master Durus rumbled as he stormed through the door. His huge dark frame filled the doorway.
Vera swiftly stood and walked past Master Durus, and Mastur Durus glared at me before closing the door after them.
“Was that you I kissed, or Stefan?” Danton whispered.
I turned to look at him.
His expression was guarded and withdrawn. So the way he was acting had nothing to do with…
“It was me,” I said in a whisper.
He held my gaze a moment longer, then stared at the space before him, wringing his hands.
I thought, perhaps, he was done talking to me for the rest of my life, when he said, “Stefan was in the bathroom, wasn’t he?”
I hesitated. “Yes.”
Danton’s blue eyes moved to mine, his lips tight. “With Alexander.”
It wasn’t a question.
He knew, and he’d quickly realized the reason I’d kissed him. To hide the truth of what had happened that night.
My cheeks flared as I turned away, feeling Danton’s gaze on me, feeling his anger flourish inside.
“I must admit, princess,” he continued, slightly piqued, “I’m a little…surprised you did that.”
“I’m a little surprised I did, too,” I whispered, staring at the ground.
The crowd outside roared, and Danton’s disappointment was acute.
“Well,” he said, “let us hope your magical ability is a surprise, as well.”
I felt a sharp stab of guilt. I knew better.
Master Durus entered the tent again. “Danton,” he rumbled.
Danton stood. “Good luck, princess,” he muttered, and then followed Master Durus out the door.
I exhaled, slowly.
The crowd eventually cheered and hollered again, yet somehow I had the feeling they wouldn’t be doing that for me.
It wasn’t long before Master Durus opened the door.
Before he said a word, I stood, fighting back the pain from my ankle. I followed Master Durus down a long, dark tunnel that slowly rose to the arena floor. He was quiet, his dark eyes fixed on the light up ahead while I focused on walking, step by aching step, hoping whatever the challenge was wouldn’t require running.
When we reached the end of the tunnel, Master Durus stopped and turned to me. His eyes were dark and powerful. “You’re a princess, are you not?”
“Yes…?”
He leaned forward. “Then stop acting like one.” He stepped aside, motioning for me to pass.
Loquacious and edifying as always.
His expression didn’t invite further inquiries, so with a deep breath, I walked with him into the arena. And just like I’d expected, the arena was quiet.
Thousands stood in the stands, towering above amidst banners and flags waving in a blur of color. But the banners didn’t wave for me. They waved because they had no choice, because the wind demanded they move, but the wind couldn’t move the people and the people just stood there and stared.
Silent.
I swallowed as the wind whistled through the arena, making it sound empty.
Another man dressed in crimson walked toward us—Headmaster Ambrose. He slipped through an opening in the stone wall that separated me from the crowd, a wall that ran along the perimeter of the arena’s field, crowned with little stone statues. The headmaster’s cloak whipped about his waif-like frame, and in his hands was something long and narrow and black.
When he reached us, he stopped. Master Durus tilted his head in deference.
I waited and so did the crowd.
“You will need this.” The headmaster held the object before me.
It was a cattle prod, a very long, very sharp cattle prod. One end had been made into a circle with a dragon’s head inside, the symbol of Valdon, and the other end tapered into a very sharp point.
The headmaster turned from me and faced the crowd with outstretched arms. When he spoke, his voice sounded unnaturally loud. “Our final contestant, Princess Daria Regius.”
Only a couple of people high in the stands cheered.
The headmaster turned back to me. “You are to retrieve the flag at the top of the pole.”
Pole?
I glanced past him. At the opposite end of the field was a giant statue of a terrifying dragon, and in its sharp claws was a very long and very thin rod. At the top of this rod was a tiny green flag, whipping distantly in the air. It had to be higher than the tall towers in the arena. How would I ever climb up there…and with a bad ankle?
“Good luck, princess,” the headmaster said, and he and Master Durus walked back behind the wall, taking a seat in the stands beside a group cloaked in red.
This was it?
Climb a pole and get the flag?
I thought the games were supposed to be dangerous. Was I missing something?
The air rumbled.
Not too far from where I stood, a patch of earth shifted. It slipped beneath the ground like a sliding door, leaving a square hole in its wake.
A big and black form rose through the opening, slow and steady, until its entire body came in view.
It was a vox.
It jerked and tugged against the chains clamped around its legs—his legs—beating his wings at the air. He struggled to rise, his wings battered and frayed, bruised and bloodied in places. Fighting against pain, the agony, rising higher and higher. He passed the height of a nearby tower when the chains rattled and jerked taut.
His wings beat frantically, his hooves futilely kicking at the air, each kick filling the sky with a ferocious clatter, and with a final surge of strength, he jerked forward. The chains yanked back, hard, and the vox let out a keening wail as it fluttered to the ground, weak and defeated.
The earth around his feet was dark in places with something deep and red: blood, from the vox that had been chained there before him.
That was why the vox had been locked in the cage, down at the marketplace. The people had planned to use them for the games.
They had planned for each of us to break the vox, one by one. They had planned for me to break one. Break one so that he was mine, so that I could command him to do anything I wanted him to do.
They had planned for me to break something that had already been broken inside.
Like they’d broken Fleck. Like they’d broken me.
They’d never expected me to climb that pole.
The crowd stopped cheering and watched. Waiting.
Was this it, then? Was the vox—this weak, feeble, and trembling creature—to be my dangerous foe?
Wind whipped through the arena, lonely and…sad. The vox’s head was bent and his wings sagged, covered in dirt that was sticking to splotches of blood. Stripped of his power and majesty…and pride.
He whimpered a small and miserable sound, and I thought of Fleck. My chest squeezed.
The ground rumbled again, this time near the dragon statue holding the pole. Two more dark shapes appeared, one on either side of the statue, but these weren’t vox.
These were hideous forms, brought from the shadows of a world I did not know. Their forms were black and skeletal, reptilian and vile, the embodiment of horror. Long whip-like tails slashed at the air as their lips curled back, bloodied teeth bared.
Of course it wouldn’t be that easy.
One of them raked at the ground with long black talons, and let out a low guttural sound that vibrated the air.
I had to fight against those, without magic.
The crowd went mad, while the vox near me wailed in fright and agony.
I didn’t have time to feel fear because one of the abominations charged. Its snarl filled the arena as it bolted straight for me, kicking up clumps of earth as its talons dug at the ground. I tossed the iron prod aside and pulled my daggers free.
The monster was getting close fast, its sinewy muscles flexing as its yellow, snake-like eyes fixed on me.
With a fierce growl, it lunged through the air, slashing at me. I jumped to the side and rolled on the ground. I shoved myself back to my feet, but its tail came fast and strong, ramming into my side, right into my bruises. With a cry, I flew through the air a few long yards before colliding with the ground, hard.
The crowd gasped.
Clutching my stomach, I scrambled to my feet while struggling to breathe. The beast’s tail beat the air behind it, back and forth, as it crouched low, its yellow eyes fixed on me, its prey.
I felt its hate, its malice and unrestrained madness. There was nothing innately good inside, no inkling of hope or mercy. It knew only wild barbarism.
I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand as it reared its head and lunged again. I jumped, and its jaws snapped over the space I’d stood seconds ago. When I landed, I whirled my daggers around and sliced a slit through one of its nostrils.
It gnashed its teeth and screamed, a shrieking, glass-shattering sound, and I saw a shadow grow in my periphery.
I barely missed the talons of the other one.
It swiped, grazing my cheek. A burning sensation spread over my cheek as I moved back, tasting the blood as it dripped into my mouth. I clenched my daggers tight as both beasts crouched low and lethal. One licked its snout with a long, black reptilian tongue.
Then both sprang.
I dropped to the ground, rolling away as fast as I could. They collided into each other with a crunch and fell to the ground, scrambling back to their clawed feet.
This wasn’t working.
“Look out!” shouted a voice from the stands, and I spun.
One of the tails slashed down upon me, and I leapt aside; the tail landed on the ground, hard. Like a whip, it rose again to strike, the barbs on the end long and sharp and angled down as the tail came toward me.
I jumped to the side and rolled, as the tail came down on me again…and again.
The next time the tail came, I rolled on my back and scissored my knives. Something warm and viscous splattered over me, and one of the beasts screamed in pain.
I wiped my face; my hands were covered in black. The end of a tail lay on the ground, oozing thick black blood into the dirt.
The crowd cheered, but the beast was furious. It snapped at the other one, feral and enraged, and stormed me.
I sprinted this way and dodged that, forcing down the burning in my ankle. The beast’s jaws snapped behind me so closely it brushed against my hair. I was running straight at the wall with nowhere to go.
There was the prod, lying on the ground beside the wall right where I had left it.
I set my jaw and focused. I could do it, and I would. I had to, or I would die here.
I sprinted harder.
A crowd was huddled there, right before a refreshment stand serving fire and ice, but the bartender was frozen, watching me running at them.
I reached the wall.
In one fluid motion, I snatched the prod and used the wall to launch, flipping backward and landing right behind the creature.
The creature rammed headfirst into the wall. The people in line gasped and jumped back, dodging the creature’s tail; the creature stumbled back a few feet, shaking its reptilian head. But when it turned, I was waiting for it.
It came down on me and I used its weight to shove the sharp end of the prod into its chest. The end pointed out the other side, through its back. Its body went slack, and it fell.
Right on top of me.
The crowd cheered, and I struggled to push the massive beast off my body. With a groan, I shoved it away and crawled onto my feet.
One down, one to…
The other was poised, bearing down upon the vox.
No.
Air whipped through the arena, and time slowed. The beast struck forward, inch by slow inch, as though I were watching everything in slow motion. The vox’s wings rose in the air, slow and steady, and its mouth opened but no sound reached my ears.
With a sharp twist, I flung my dagger. It split through the air like a silver bullet and sunk into the beast’s skull with a sickening crunch.
Time returned to normal, and the beast slumped to the ground in a heap.
The crowd erupted around me.
Sweat ran into my eyes as my heart beat furiously in my chest. I wiped my hands on my pants, trying to catch my breath.
The crowd started chanting, “Get the flag! Get the flag!”
I wasn’t done. I had to retrieve the flag at the end of the pole, and I was supposed to use the vox to do it.
Anger bubbled inside of me. I would not give them what they wanted. Not in their way.
I set my jaw and walked back to the beast—the one I’d killed with the prod. With a sharp tug, I jerked it free. The rod was covered in thick black blood.
The crowd cheered, and my anger surged.
With the prod in my hands, I walked, ignoring the pain in my ankle, moving steadily toward the vox. My anger boiled and fizzed with each step I took, and I finally stopped a few yards before the vox.
I released my grip on the prod and let it fall. It clanked on the ground, its echo loud and hollow in the arena, and then I bent over and spit on it.
The crowd went silent.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the king. His white hair blew in the wind as he stood, high up in his safe tower beside the anxious and strained faces of my father and the Del Contes. The king’s hands gripped the railing and his eyes burned with fury so hot I could feel it from here.
But I didn’t care.
I held my head high and kept walking past all the angry faces; even the little stone demons that decorated the top of the stone wall seemed to be glaring at me.
At last, I reached the vox, huddled against the wall, trembling and frightened.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” I whispered.
He didn’t move.
I took another slow step forward, fighting back the pain in my ankle and ignoring the glares all around me. “I want to help you.”
His ears flickered as he adjusted his wings, such tattered and torn wings. And he was hurt. The beast that had reared back for its final attack had injured one of the vox’s wings, badly. A fresh stream of blood oozed from one of the ribs, running down the edge of his wing and dripping onto the earth.
I could feel his pain as though it were my own.
I took another step, and the vox reeled.
Moist white air streamed from his nose as he snorted, his hooves raking at the space between us. I was jumping back, out of the way, when one of his black wings slammed into me.
I flew through the air and collided with the wall and fell to the ground.
For a moment, I couldn’t move. My bones throbbed from the impact. With a groan, I rolled on my back, struggling to inhale with a metallic taste in my mouth, right as two large black hooves bore down on top of me.
I rolled and the hooves landed beside me with a thud.
The crowd gasped, and the vox was furious.
Move!
I rolled again, but one of his hooves landed on my cloak, pinning me to the ground. I wriggled and tugged, but I couldn’t shake him. The vox reared back again, and I hacked at the cloth with my dagger and rolled, just as his hooves landed again.
The vox noticed my dagger and went berserk.
His hooves came down on me again, and I moved, throwing my dagger behind me. It spun across the ground and slid to a stop.
The vox stopped beating his wings and watched me with his large chocolate eyes.
There was a figure in the stands, lingering in the shadows, near one of the towers. He was veiled in a cloak and as I reached out, as I tried to get a sense of him, all I could feel was cold and…death.
The dark rider.
He was here.
A surge of power pummeled over me. The sky darkened and filled with a sonorous ripping sound as though the heavens were being pulled apart, but when I looked back, the dark rider was gone.
A chorus of high-pitched shrieks suddenly filled the air. Dark shapes had begun jumping from all along the wall.
The gargoyles.
Something told me this wasn’t a part of the competition.
One by one, the little stone dragons shrieked to life, glowing like burning coals, growling and snarling with malicious glee. They spread their bony wings and dove like burning darts into the stands.
The crowd erupted in chaos as the winged demons dove into them. People dodged and scrambled, and one of the gargoyles unhinged its jaw filled with razor sharp teeth and dropped a ball of fire.
People screamed, falling over each other, trying to clear from their paths. The blue and gold tower with Campagna written down the side suddenly erupted in flames.
Someone yelled my name and I looked down.
One had landed near my feet, gnashing its sharp stone teeth, and rushed toward me, leaving little black footprints behind. Like it had burnt the ground.
In one swift moment, it lunged. I snatched the prod from the ground and swung as hard as I could. The rod jarred as though I’d hit a rock, and pain seared up my arm, into my shoulder.
I cradled my arm; the end of the rod glowed orange, as if I’d just stuck the iron in fire.
The dragon’s ugly head rolled across the dirt while its stone body walked around in erratic circles, flapping its wings, completely lost without its eyes. But as I watched, something sprouted beneath its head—a neck and body and legs and clawed feet—just like a head was starting to grow atop its body.
I had just turned this one little stone terror into two.
Both of the little demons stalked toward me, snarling and spitting fire, scorching the ground.
“Get down!” Dad yelled.
I dropped right as a bolt of light flew over my head. The bolt hit the gargoyles spot on and they burst into pieces of flaming stone. Dad rushed to my side. “Are you all right?” he asked.
I jumped to my feet. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
A small army of tiny fanged dragons started building behind him, rising in the air like a cloud.
“What…?” Dad turned around and his eyes widened. “Move!”
They flew at us and we leapt apart; the dragons rammed into the ground like bullets of fire. I rolled through the dirt until I smacked hard into something.
The giant dragon statue in the center of the arena.
I watched in horror as it slowly unfolded its enormous stone wings, as though it were stretching from centuries of rest, and the pole slipped out of its claws, clattering to the ground.
It spun its life-size dragonhead to me and blinked its eyes made of flame.
I turned and ran.
A horrible cry filled the air and shook the earth, as though a hundred horns blasted at once, drowning out every scream, every explosion. For a long terrible moment, every living being gaped at the stone giant, flexing its powerful wings and stretching its long reptilian neck.
It stopped, unhinged its enormous jaws, and the screaming commenced.
I had started following the crowd when I noticed the vox.
The dragon was stomping toward it, teeth bared with snarls like ten throttling engines. The vox struggled against his chains to fly away.
“Daria!” yelled my dad. “Get out of here!”
People crammed in the exits, escorted by the guard, trying to get out, away from the melee, while the crimson robes of the guild moved about the arena, keeping the dragon’s deadly minions at bay.
But none of them noticed the vox, and I couldn’t leave him to this monster.
The wind ripped through the arena and I caught a shimmer, just a few yards from where I was standing.
My dagger.
I ran forward, ignoring the burning in my leg, and snatched it from the ground.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” Dad screamed.
I ran to the vox, dodging stone bullets and cannons of fire, jumping over debris, trying to keep most of my weight on my good ankle.
All the while, the dragon moved closer.
Please don’t notice my dagger…
The vox beat its wings, jerking and yanking on the chain, trying to get away from me but finding his other escape route blocked by a dragon.
I slid on the ground toward the vox. “Hold still!” I yelled.
The dragon was almost here…
I jerked, slicing the leather strap. “Got it!”
The vox flapped its wings, hard, knocking me down, and took off into the sky. The dragon turned its head to its escaping prey, and for a moment I thought it was going to go after it. But then it turned its fire eyes on me.
I pushed myself to my feet and sprinted.
The ground quaked as it ran after me, and it screamed. I covered my ears as I ran, stumbling over the trembling earth. At once, blasts of light shot from all directions, aimed at the giant on my tail, but the blasts ricocheted and a beam of light bounced back, straight at me. I jumped to the side, the heat grazing my leathers, leaving a narrow, scorched slit.
“Stop!” screamed my dad from somewhere. “You’ll hit Daria!”
The monster was gaining ground fast. I’d never outrun it. My ankle was starting to give out and the guild couldn’t use magic because I was too close. I felt its hot breath on my back as something dark swooped down in front of me.
The vox.
He whinnied and clawed at the earth, eyes fastened on me. With a grunt, I pushed myself up and climbed on his back.
The dragon’s jaws crunched behind us.
The wind screamed past my ears, burning my eyes and lungs, as we soared higher and higher, away from the arena. Away from the dragon. Maybe now the guild could destroy it.
A crashing sound made me look back. The dragon flapped its enormous wings, breaking down the tower beside it, and rose in the air, flying straight toward us.
 
 



Chapter 17
Change of Plans
 
 
“GO!” I yelled.
The stone dragon was gaining altitude, and fast.
The vox flapped his wings harder and harder, soaring higher and higher into the sky. And I began to feel…stronger.
The wind wrapped itself around me, around the vox, as if cradling us both, lifting the vox’s wings and imbuing them with strength. We were in the clouds now, and when I glanced over my shoulder, the arena was out of sight.
Up here there was nothing but white and snow. Sticking to my lashes, the vox’s mane, my cloak. But I didn’t feel cold; I didn’t feel fear.
I felt a part of it, somehow, and it was a part of me. As though I belonged up here.
The snapping of stone behind me brought me back. The dragon was getting closer.
But how could I get rid of it? I couldn’t use magic and the vox certainly couldn’t fly forever.
The wind howled and, suddenly, I had an idea. As if reading my mind, the vox dove. The air burned my eyes and nose and ears, and with a blast of sound, the dragon changed its course and flew after us.
“Come on,” I said to myself, gripping the vox’s mane tight.
Air screamed past my ears as the thick white blanket of clouds began to thin, and the glow from the fires in the arena came into view. It looked like most of the people had evacuated—those that remained were battling the tiny stone demons. Black smoke rose from the remaining towers; the arena’s field was ablaze with campfires.
The ground was approaching fast and the dragon was still close on our heels.
Just…a little…farther…
At the last second, we pulled up, straining against gravity’s pull, and the dragon crashed into the ground. The earth shook and for a second, the dragon lay in a heap, unmoving. But it quickly recovered, lifting its head, its wings, and soon rose while we glided a few feet from the littered earth, straight for the refreshment stand.
“Please be there, please be there,” I said to myself.
We reached it and I leapt from the vox. I landed in the stands with a crash, sliding down a few rows before catching myself. Coughing and choking on smoke, I scrambled up the steps toward the stand, while the vox flew to safety.
“You’ve got to be here somewhere…” I scoured the shelves.
The dragon was at the base of the stands now.
“There!” I grabbed the bottle of neon-green liquid from a broken shelf and pulled the cork, my heart drumming in my ears.
The dragon bellowed and I threw the bottle as hard as I could, right into its jaws.
The dragon’s scream abruptly stopped. It choked and snorted fire, shaking its head, trying to dispel the liquid now oozing inside of it.
Frost appeared on its neck at first, spreading rapidly down its body and along its nose. Its eyes burned red as it opened its jaws in fury, letting out another ear-splitting wail, but it was cut short by ice.
And the dragon froze, still as a statue. There was a sharp crack, and the dragon exploded into a million shards of frozen stone.
I shielded my head from the falling debris. When I looked up, Alex was there. His face was dark from smoke, his eyes intense, and he jumped to my side, studying me. “Are you all right?”
I nodded. “I…think so.”
He searched my face. “Most interesting use of fire and ice I’ve ever seen.”
I grinned, and he grinned back.
Without releasing my gaze, he grabbed my hand in his and yanked me to my feet. I winced, shifting my weight to my other foot. His lips tightened, but he said nothing.
Last time I’d seen him, he’d saved me from…
I looked away from him, down at the arena, but he didn’t let go of my hand.
The small dragons that remained had suddenly stopped attacking. In fact, they were flying in erratic circles, on the ground and in the air. Some flew smack into each other and exploded in a shower of flaming stone, not to reassemble again. It was like they’d lost their purpose. It didn’t take long for the guild to finish them off.
“Come on,” Alex said gently. “I’ll help you walk.” He held my hand tightly as he helped me limp down the stands.
“Alex,” I said as we walked.
He looked back at me.
“Thanks…for earlier.”
He squeezed my hand hard as violence flashed in his eyes, and then he looked away.
His grip didn’t loosen, though, not even as he led me out onto the field.
The arena was a disaster. Only one tower was left standing—the Arborenne tower—and everything else was either charred or burning. The king stood to one side, hands raised, pressing a huge fire back, farther and farther, containing it so that other members of the guild could put it out.
“Daria!” my dad yelled.
Dad emerged from a plume of black smoke, coughing and covering his mouth. His face was blackened, his clothes singed and covered in ash, but his eyes shone bright and blue.
Alex dropped my hand as my dad wrapped his thick arms around me. “Thank the spirits you’re safe…” His voice trailed, and he pulled back and gripped my shoulders. “What in the blazes were you thinking?” he all but shouted.
Master Durus materialized from the black smoke. His eyes were dark, his lips curved down, and he was carrying his black, curved sword.
“The fire is contained and the dragons are all accounted for, my lord,” he rumbled. “It seems their magic was tied to that of the larger dragon’s.” His dark eyes flickered to me. “We must head back, though. The lords left in order to help the people out safely, and they are waiting for you in the assembly hall.”
 
****
 
The assembly hall was filled with shouting. The lords and nobility looked awful. Their rich clothing was ripped and torn and their once vibrant colors were blackened with ash, and they were all shouting at each other.
I noticed Lorimer, and then I saw Denn right behind him.
Denn looked terrible. One eye was swollen shut, the other side of his face was purple and green and blue, and his bottom lip was so swollen that his upper lip was invisible. It looked like his right arm was in a sling, too.
I couldn’t help but feel a sharp sense of satisfaction.
Denn met my gaze; I saw pure hatred in his before he glanced away.
“He said it’d be safe!” one yelled.
“King Darius is trying to scare us into letting him keep his seat on the throne,” said another.
“I knew she had magic,” said another.
“Look, there she is now!” shouted one. “Ask her!”
The crowd turned their attention to me, voicing their assent, the sound rising louder and louder. I saw Cicero and Sonya standing near Brant and his crew, trying to calm everyone down, but everyone would not be calmed. Not until there was a bellowing, “Silence!”
Master Durus stood in the doorway, arms folded over his broad chest.
“Let the princess through,” King Darius said from the front. The headmaster stood right beside him.
The crowd parted for me, glaring and grumbling as I passed all the lords, most of their Aegises, Vera and her people—all of them glowering at me as if given the chance, they’d kill me without a second thought.
Dad and Alex stood on either side of me with Cicero and Sonya following closely behind, like a protective barrier between them and me.
We reached the front of the room where the shield and stone and iron bowls stood on display. The fires still burned in each. Mine was at the far end, beside Pendel’s bowl, and I almost thought my flame burned a little taller.
The king looked at me as though he’d taken every ounce of the fire he’d contained in the arena, brought it into this room, and was about to throw it at me.
He looked back at the crowd. “You were saying, Lord Commodus?”
Lord Commodus stepped forward, his features darkened. “I didn’t want to believe the rumors, my king.”
King Darius’s eyes narrowed. “Which rumors, Commodus?”
Lord Commodus smiled sardonically and pointed to the side.
Confused, I followed his finger to the last bowl—Pendel’s bowl.
There was a flame burning inside of it.
“That you’ve been concealing her power,” Lord Commodus whispered.
But how could that be? In order for there to be a flame, there had to be either a contestant or a winner, and since there was neither…
A shadow passed over the king’s face. “You aren’t suggesting that I had something to do with that.” The candles in the room flickered.
Lord Commodus glared at me. “Perhaps the princess can help explain it to us.”
The crowd gaped at me and the king’s fury bubbled.
“What?” I whispered. “But I didn’t…”
“The guards,” Lord Commodus cut me off, “have sworn the flame appeared sometime during your…battle.”
Anger seethed from the crowd, and their whispering simmered.
“But I swear, I didn’t—“
“Liar!” shouted someone from the crowd.
“She set the dragons on us!” a tall, blonde woman yelled. “I saw her!”
The crowd suddenly decided they’d seen it, too, and started throwing insults again.
“That wasn’t me…” I said. “That was the dark rider.”
The crowd went silent.
The king stared at me as his eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”
The room waited.
I swallowed. “I saw him standing up in the stands right before it happened.”
An ugly sneer twitched at Lord Commodus’s lips. “How convenient. You…the only person in the entire arena that saw him.”
“Commodus…” my dad growled beside me.
Lord Commodus observed me a moment with a smirk and stood back.
“Maybe she did see him,” yelled a man from the back. “Maybe she’s working with him.”
“What?” I gasped. “I’m not—”
“That’s ridiculous—” started my dad, but our voices were lost in those of the crowd.
“Silence!” the king shouted. His fury wafted through the air like fire, and the chatter ceased at once. “My granddaughter is not working with the dark rider, nor is she the cause of all of this. I suggest”—his voice dropped to a frightening whisper—“you come up with a better solution.”
“Well, we can’t continue the games, now,” Lord Tosca’s voice boomed. “The arena’s destroyed.”
The crowd erupted in vicious insults again, and the doors to the assembly hall burst open with a loud crash.
Tran stood in the doorway. His white hair hung long over his wool layers and he was holding a knotted, wooden staff in his hand, looking very much like a wizard.
The silence in the room was palpable.
With sure steps, Tran walked forward, his staff tap-tap-tapping along the way.
“It can’t be,” someone whispered as he passed.
Tran’s clear blue eyes flickered to me and he winked, and then stopped before the king.
The king, however, looked as though he’d seen a ghost. “You…traitor.”
The candles in the room dimmed and sparked.
Tran smiled. “Come, now, Darius, you know better.”
The king’s inhale was sharp.
Tran observed the room—the shield and its pieces, the stone, each of the seven iron bowls, and his eyes lingered on the seventh. “Curious,” he said, scratching his long, white beard.
“What do you want here?” hissed the king. The air pulsed with heat.
Tran didn’t seem to notice and turned to the king with his hands clasped over his staff. “I warned you this day would come.”
The king’s cold eyes narrowed. “The day I would finally arrest you for your treason?”
Tran smiled. “No, no, I don’t fancy your dungeons much. Too many blood ants.” He scratched his arms as though he’d been bitten. He leaned forward, eyes fixed on the king. “What I’m referring to is the past.”
King Darius’s dirtied cheeks turned red. “The past is done.”
Tran arched a bushy white brow and held up a bony finger. “Ah, but the past is never done, my lord. It’s the foundation by which you have built your empire”—he waved his hand to the room—“but you were too hasty, Darius. The earth had fractured and rather than find out why, you hurried to patch it up, build over it in hopes that no one would see the dark abyss beneath you. It was only a matter of time before the strain was too much, the pressure too great, before everything you spent your entire life building collapsed.”
The king’s fury burned murderously.
Tran faced the crowd, and their cumulative fear matched his power.
“The games cannot stop,” Tran said. “They can never stop once started—not when the power of the unity stone has been invoked.” He stared absently at the stone, hovering there, pulsing with bright light and energy.
“But the arena has been destroyed!” someone shouted.
Tran looked back at the crowd. “I know very well what has happened to the arena, but it does not matter. I tell you that the shadowguard has returned—” the room erupted in gasps and exclamations “—and, as we speak, they are growing stronger, moving closer, positioning themselves to attack. You must retrieve the power of the stone, or you will not stand a chance against them.” His voice dropped. “Not this time.”
The people shouted in anger and disbelief.
“If what you say is true,” said the scantily clad blonde woman standing beside Vera, “then who is leading them?”
Tran sighed heavily, his eyes lingering on me. “Eris Mordryck Regius.”
Eris. The man in the mirror, in the painting—in my dreams. He really was alive.
The king extended a trembling hand, eyes wild. “You…you lie… Seize him!”
The guards pushed and shoved through the crowd, towards Tran, but Tran shook his head, looking very, very sad. The guards were just a few feet away when Tran flicked his wrist and vanished into thin air.
 
****
 
“You’ve really done it this time,” Stefan said, pacing behind my couch, but he wasn’t really pacing. More like stumbling along, back and forth, tripping over his melon-sized foot.
I lifted my face from my hands. “Done what?”
“I mean, it was scary enough watching you compete in the arena, but then you had to go and destroy it.”
I made a face. “Stef, maybe you’ve forgotten already, but it was destroyed by a bunch of fire dragons.”
“Yes, but they only came to life when you were fighting.”
I growled and put my face back in my hands, and Egan curled up and whimpered at my feet.
“Goldilocks has a point there, ya know,” Thad said. “Someone obviously wants you dead.”
I glared. “Come to think of it, weren’t you the one that promised me I’d be perfectly safe with thousands of people watching?” I waved my arms in the air.
“You’re still alive, aren’t you?” Thad replied.
“Thanks for the boost of confidence.”
Thad smirked. “Hey, I’m here to please.”
Ever since the arena had been destroyed, those of power had locked themselves behind closed doors, trying to agree on our fate. The result? Stefan, Thad, Egan, and I had been waiting in my room for hours.
“Excellent fighting, by the way,” Thad piped in. “Before those statues came to life, I thought for sure one of those giant lizards was going to tear you in half.”
I glared at Thad, and he laughed.
“This shadowguard,” I said, “is it really as dangerous as they say?”
Thad chewed on his piece of grass, and Stefan stared absently at the window. “Worse.”
“How?” I asked.
Stefan went back to stumbling behind the couch.
“They’re also known as the dark army,” Thad said. “They used dark magic and left darkness everywhere they went. Gaia was lucky to get rid of them the first time, when the dark rider disappeared.”
“Okay,” I said, “but the dark rider is back, and apparently they’re not following him.”
“Right,” Stefan said, tugging at his hair again. “They’re all following Eris, which is a thousand times worse.”
“Wait,” I said. “You know about Eris?”
Stefan’s wide eyes looked at me as he swallowed, and then he looked away. I glanced at Thad, who had taken to whistling and swinging his legs.
“How do you know about Eris?” I demanded.
Stefan scratched his head. “By accident, really. Some old books I’d found when I was younger. I’d asked Father about it, but he wouldn’t say much—just that, er, Eris was a lost brother and it was too difficult for him to talk about him. Grandfather had the books burned after that.”
“Anything else you’ve conveniently forgotten to mention?” I asked.
“No, honestly, D. From what I saw, everyone loved Eris. He was handsome and clever and witty—the king’s favorite, according to some. But I could never find out more than that because no one would talk about him, and then the king forbade me from saying another word.”
Of course he had.
“So the dark rider is working for him, too?” I looked between Thad and Stefan.
Stefan scratched his chin. “Sure seems that way.”
“I guess that answers one question.” I looked at Thad. “Eris isn’t good.”
Thad made a strange face and then shrugged, chewing on his grass.
“And that’s what Tran meant,” I continued. “If Eris really is back, and if he’s powerful enough to command the shadowguard and dark rider, we need the power of the stone to beat him.”
Neither said a word, but Stefan was looking increasingly insane with worry.
“So, with the arena destroyed, what do you think they’re going to do about the games?” I asked.
Stefan shook his head. “No idea. Nothing like this has ever happened before…by the way, how did you kill that dragon without magic?” He stopped pacing and stared at me.
“Just an idea from something I did at Alex’s once.”
I felt Thad’s amusement and glared him into keeping silent.
“Which was?” Stefan asked.
“We were making something in the kitchen, and I poured cold water into a hot pie plate and it shattered. The statues were hot, so I thought maybe I could use that fire and ice stuff—well, just the ice part.”
Stefan grinned and I thought he looked a little proud, but then the smile quickly faded and he went back to a stumbling pace with a worried look on his face.
He stopped suddenly before Thad. “You know,” Stefan said, lips tight, “she wouldn’t be in this position if you hadn’t talked her into it.”
“Stef, please…” I started.
“It’s okay, Rook.” Thad smirked. “Goldilocks is just being protective.”
Stefan looked as though he’d taken that as a challenge. “Someone has to be with you around.”
Thad observed Stefan a moment, the grass lolling between his lips. “You’re right,” Thad said at last. “Because if she’d been left in your care, she probably would’ve tried sneaking out of the castle with Fleck and would be dead by now.”
Stefan’s eyes narrowed. “You just—”
The tall clock in my room chimed loudly.
“It’s one in the morning!” Stefan exclaimed.
Thad pulled the piece of grass from his mouth and stood. “Well, I for one need to get some beauty rest.” He stretched and yawned. “All this excitement is going to give me bags under my eyes, and, I’m sorry, Rook, but—” he placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed “—as much as I like you, I can’t risk my charm for you.”
I rolled my eyes. “I would be insulted if you did.”
Thad winked. “I knew you’d understand.” He turned to Egan. “Egan, come!”
Egan dropped his ears and inched closer to me.
“Now, Egan.”
Egan ducked behind my legs.
“What’d you do to him?” I asked.
“Nothing.” Thad shook his head. “He just hates the snow.”
“Isn’t he sorta built for it?” I asked.
“Yeah, but when he was a pup, a tree branch dumped a pile of snow on top of him and he’s never been the same since.”
I laughed. “He can stay here.”
Egan’s ears perked and he started licking my hand.
“Traitor.” Thad shook his head again, grinning. “Naw, Egan needs to come with me. Now.” His last word was firm.
Egan dropped his tail between his legs and slunk over to Thad, and the two of them headed for my door.
“Eh, Goldilocks…?” Thad looked expectantly at Stefan.
Stefan looked between us like he was lost. “Oh,” he said at last. “Right. I should probably let you get some rest.”
I almost told him to stay, at least until Dad returned. I didn’t want to be alone right now, not after everything that had happened, and I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t say I was afraid. Afraid of what I’d gotten myself into, afraid of this evil Tran had mentioned. Afraid of Eris.
But I didn’t want Stefan to see it—any of them see it. I had made this decision, convinced them of why I’d had no other choice, and I didn’t really want to hear a load of “I told you sos,” from Stefan, which would be exactly what I would hear.
“Yeah,” was all I said.
Stefan stretched his arms and yawned, following Thad out my door. A few moments after they left, someone rapped on the door.
“Back already?” I shouted.
No one replied.
Curious, I walked over and opened the door with a creak, but no one was there. The hall was empty and dark and quiet. As I started to close the door, I noticed a silvery cloth on the ground wrapped around something round. I bent over and picked it up; the object inside was solid and a little heavy. I stepped back inside my room and shut the door.
I unwrapped the cloth and paused. The round object beneath was bronze and fit perfectly in my palm, and I recognized the engravings on the surface.
It was Cicero’s directional. But who had left it?
I pushed in the knob on the edge and the lid clicked open. Strange symbols lined the perimeter as the arrow spun round and round.
There was ink on my hand. I glanced down at the cloth and saw a note. 
 
The decision’s been made.
You’ll need this.
 
 



Chapter 18
The Wall
 
 
I stared at my ceiling for hours. I stared while the candles dimmed and burnt out, until the moon’s white glow was replaced by something dull and grey and dreary.
I had stared the night into day.
I pushed back my covers, slid into my slippers, and crossed the cold stone floor to my window. It was a strange feeling, missing sleep, as though time had moved forward and I had been left behind in the past.
I pressed my nose to the glass and jerked back. The glass was freezing. Each panel had frost around the edges, making them difficult to peer through. With my robe, I wiped some of the steam from the glass and squinted through my new small window.
The sky was grey, covered in a homogeneous veil of clouds that seemed to go on forever. They were the kind of clouds that brought snow and didn’t stop bringing it. Even though it was cloudy, even though the world was darkened, my eyes hurt. My lids persisted on shutting themselves, tired of holding themselves open for so long.
The games.
I wondered what the powers had decided upon, what my fate would be for the remainder of the week, and looked back at my nightstand.
There sat the little bronze directional, open as I had left it. Why would I need it? I hadn’t even figured out how to use it with Cicero’s help; never mind trusting me with it for whatever lay ahead.
There was a soft rap-rap-rap on my door, and before I could reply, the door clicked open.
“Fleck!” I gasped as Fleck sprinted towards me with a big toothy grin and wrapped his little arms around my waist, holding on tight.
I squeezed him back as Dad walked in. His blue eyes were weary and dull, and when he smiled it didn’t touch his eyes. Looked like he’d had about as much sleep as I’d had.
“I miss you so much, lady,” Fleck mumbled in my stomach.
“I’ve missed you, too,” I said, brushing his hair with my fingers.
He sighed as his relief and happiness swelled.
“Master Antoni is just outside the door,” Dad said. “No one else knows he’s here.”
I held his gaze and immediately understood. It had been with great risk that he’d brought Fleck here to see me.
“You only have a few minutes,” Dad said.
I pulled Fleck back so that I could look into his large, flecked eyes.
“I’ve been so worried about you,” I said softly, searching his gaze. “Are you still…?”
He nodded as he glanced past me, at the door. I saw the despair in his eyes. “But I didn’t tell them, lady,” he whispered. “I’m…I’m…scared. The headmaster…” His voice trailed.
I squeezed his hand reassuringly. “What about the headmaster?”
“I…I heard him talking about me and…they’re going to send me away after the games, but I don’t want to be away from you.”
A fat tear rolled down his cheek and my chest squeezed so tight that for a moment, I forgot to breathe.
“Fleck, I wish more than anything that I could keep you here with me, but...” I swallowed. I hated that I could do nothing.
Not yet, anyway.
Fleck’s big eyes dropped as he hung his head, but I felt his understanding as strongly as I felt his disappointment.
“Hey.” I tipped his chin up and looked into his big wet eyes. “I’m working on it, though, okay?”
“I know,” he said, and dug in his pocket. He smiled as he held up the rook I’d given him. 
“You still have it?” I clasped his hand with the rook inside.
His nod was big.
“I promised I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, Fleck.” My throat tightened.
Another tear slid down his cheek as he nodded. I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight, letting him feel as much love and protection as I could, but the funny thing was that it was his love and protectiveness that gave me strength. Made risking everything—even my life—seem inconsequential compared to his safety. Knowing that this little, vulnerable person depended on me for so much, made me feel as though I could do anything.
“Daria.” Dad’s voice was low and urgent.
I met his worried gaze, looked back at Fleck, and rustled my hand through his hair. “You’ve got to go now.”
Fleck wiped his eye and nodded.
I squeezed him fiercely. “I won’t let them take you, Fleck. I swear it.”
Master Antoni peered in the room. Master Antoni had a kind disposition for being a guild member, his eyes were an honest blue and his smile had a way of making you feel that everything was going to be all right.
“We must hurry,” he said quietly.
Fleck nodded and I squeezed his hand before he padded toward my door. He took one last look at me and said, “Goodbye, lady,” before disappearing down the hall.
Dad closed the door behind him, his features grim. “I thought it would help you to see him.”
I swallowed, my chest heavy. “It does. Thank you.”
Dad nodded and raked a hand through his hair.
“What is it?” I asked.
Dad’s countenance sagged with weariness. “I left the assembly hall no more than an hour ago.”
All night. He’d been with them deciding what to do about the games all night.
“And?” I asked, almost afraid for him to continue.
Dad paced, his brow furrowed. “Headmaster Ambrose made the final decision. They’re combining the remaining challenges into one.”
That couldn’t be good. “Which is?”
He stopped and looked at me. “They’re moving the games to the East Ridge. Hell’s Peak.”
I didn’t know anything about Hell’s Peak, but I did know about the East Ridge. That was where all the sightings of the shadowguard had been, and where the scouts had been sent.
The scouts who hadn’t come back alive.
“Why?” I asked.
“It was the only place nearby deemed challenging enough,” he continued. “The headmaster has just left to hide the unity stone, which you are expected to find.”
“He’s going to hide the stone in a mountain? Didn’t someone just try to steal it?”
Dad kept pacing. “The headmaster believes the stone will be safe, because it wouldn’t do any good to steal the stone without the shield. Not to mention a thief would never be able to retrieve the power since all of your blood is sealed.”
“Maybe they couldn’t, but they could use it as a bargaining chip,” I said.
“The headmaster is willing to take that risk. He feels Hell’s Peak is dangerous enough to keep any minor thieves at bay.”
Minor thieves weren’t what I was worried about.
“Dad, what’s Hell’s Peak?” I asked.
Dad stopped pacing and stared absently at the window. “It’s one of the mountains on the edge of this valley. Great evil lurks there, which is why a wall was built around it.”
“To keep people from going in?”
“No.” His gaze was heavy. “To keep evil from coming out.”
 
****
 
The wall was enormous.
It seemed as though it touched the dark clouds above, running endlessly in either direction, looming grand and powerful as though it were a boundary between worlds.  The stones had eroded slightly from centuries of wear, but that somehow augmented its power. Erosion was the mark of the mighty, the pride of the strong. It said, “Bring your storms, your magic and battles, but I will stand regardless, watching you come and fade like your ancestors before you.”
“Not a real comforting sight,” Thad said, chewing a piece of grass as he stared at the giant wall.
My breath was slow and even.
No, it’s not comforting at all.
Stefan’s lips formed a line. “You sure about this, D?” he whispered.
I nodded but said nothing.
I wasn’t sure about this—not at all. But I had no choice, not anymore.
The entire population of Gaia must’ve gathered before the colossal barrier. They blanketed the snow-cover with colorful warm robes and boots and small fires to warm their hands.
So many faces I didn’t recognize. Those from the Arborenne stood off to one side, elegant and fierce, faces set with determination. Ehren waited at the front of their group, watching the wall with those sharp purple eyes, thoughtful. He didn’t look afraid, not like I was afraid. He was more circumspect, seeing things beyond the wall I could not see, with a sagacity and skill I did not possess.
How had I ever allowed Thad to convince me to do this?
The persuading factor in my decision to enter the games had been safety in numbers. The arena would have been that. The arena would have been my armor and shield.
But behind this?
Nothing could’ve separated me farther from Dad, from Thad and Stefan and the Del Contes.
A black bird cawed overheard and landed on a snow-covered branch. Snowflakes fluttered like dust to the ground, right beside Cicero and Sonya. They stood on the fringe of Valdon’s huddle, speaking with Sir Armand, who had dressed himself with anxiety and a large green feather.
Where was Alex?
I wanted to see him, talk to him. I wanted him to tell me it would be okay, even if it wasn’t.
But he wasn’t anywhere.
I could feel the darkness behind the wall, pulsing and writhing, pressing against the stone with all its might, trying to break through. The wear on the wall’s surface and the small cracks and crumbling stone weren’t a result of centuries of weather. They were a result of great strain from whatever lived on the other side.
My limbs tingled and I broke out in a cold sweat.
I wasn’t strong enough for this.
“You okay, Rook?” Thad nudged me in the ribs.
I nodded, wiping my brow.
“You’re whiter than the snow,” he said.
“I’m fine.”
He arched a brow.
Remember why you’re doing this. Remember Fleck.
Thinking of him—his face when he ran into my room—helped, but only a little. His memory was like a small flame inside of me, melting away at the chill of despair.
“Champions!” the king bellowed near the wall. The headmaster stood beside him, as did the Master Durus, and a few guards.
Steerforth stepped from the crowd. He looked mighty proud of himself as he walked, swinging his arm and winking at the crowd. He winked at Isla, too, who was standing a few yards from me.
“I swear,” Thad said, “someone needs to stick that guy with a needle so he deflates.”
Stefan grinned beside me.
Ehren stepped forward, and Kenley, and Vera. Vera looked angry, not afraid. She stared at the wall as though she were trying to intimidate it and, knowing Vera, she just might succeed.
“Well, Rook,” Thad said, “I guess this is goodbye.” Egan whimpered at my feet.
“Maybe you could say that with less finality?” I asked, scratching Egan between the ears.
Thad smiled. “Sure. Don’t get yourself killed so that I can see you again. Better?”
I glowered at Thad as Dad grabbed my shoulders. He searched my face before pulling me into a tight embrace. “I love you,” he whispered, holding my head to his chest. “Please…be careful.”
He pulled back, searching my eyes. I swallowed; my throat tightened.
Stefan stepped in, looking worse than I felt. “D, if anything happens to you…I swear to Gaia…”
“Stef,” I said. “Don’t worry about me, okay?” My voice shook even though I’d tried making it strong. “But if something does happen, will you take care of Fleck…?”
He held my gaze a long moment before nodding, and then he pushed me forward. I stepped out of the crowd, right beside Danton.
Danton regarded me in silence, face withdrawn, eyes blue and…deeply hurt. He bowed his head and motioned for me to go ahead. “After you, princess,” he said respectfully.
I took a deep breath and walked past him, toward the others, and he followed.
Master Durus was already handing something to each of the contestants. When I approached, he glared at me a long moment before handing me a small pack. I took it in my gloved hands and slung the rope strap over my shoulder; the pack felt empty.
Master Durus turned to the group. “Inside, you’ll find an assortment of supplies.” His voice rumbled quietly. “Those smarter than you have deemed these necessary for your survival.” His gaze settled on me, and I glanced away.
Right into Steerforth’s bright eyes. He winked.
I turned to the wall and started studying the stones.
Master Durus stepped back, bowed his head to the king, and the king stepped forward, hands clasped before him. His face looked particularly sharp as his eyes scoured each and every one of us, until at last he turned from our group and gazed at the wall with respectful admiration.
“Headmaster Ambrose has hidden the unity stone behind this wall,” he said, and turned to the group, the shadows in his face deeper. “The moment the stone is found, the game has ended, and you are all to use the amulet in your packs to return you to this point.” His pale eyes moved slowly about our group. “Remember: The other champions are not your enemy.”
His words lingered in the air.
He whispered something to the headmaster, who then stepped forward and motioned for Danton to join him.
Danton’s blue gaze flickered to me before he took a deep breath and approached the headmaster.
“You have the amulet?” the headmaster whispered.
Danton peeked in his pack and nodded once.
The headmaster turned from him, held his hands to the wall and mumbled something I could not understand. Energy pulsed, the air shifted, and a small section of stones unfolded, wider and wider—just wide enough for Danton to slip through, which he did.
One by one, the headmaster called the others through, asked them to check for their amulet, and then they would disappear behind the wall.
“Princess Daria,” said the headmaster.
I took a deep breath and stepped forward.
“Your amulet,” he said.
I looked in the dark bag; the only thing inside was an amulet.
Strange. I was almost positive Master Durus had said supplies, as in plural.
The headmaster cleared his throat.
“It’s there,” I said.
The headmaster turned to the wall.
“Such a pity,” grumbled a voice behind me.
One of the guards had leaned forward. Lorimer.
I clenched my teeth and looked away.
“On behalf of my son, I sincerely hope you get what you deserve,” he spat in my ear.
I gripped the strap over my shoulder and the wind gusted, kicking up snowflakes.
The opening in the wall appeared and the headmaster stepped aside.
I inhaled deeply.
Here goes nothing.
I took a step when Lorimer hissed, “Mortis curse you.”
I glanced over my shoulder. Lorimer was turning away from me as the wind ripped through the crowd; I saw a sliver of the marking on his neck. The edge of a black triangle lying on its side.
Master Durus shoved me forward, and the wall closed behind me.
I was standing before another wall.
I glanced back. The enormous wall I’d walked through stood behind me, but my entrance was no longer visible.
Both walls stretched forever in either direction, forming a long outdoor corridor. A blanket of snow formed the floor, the dull grey sky formed the roof, and I was stuck somewhere in between, completely alone.
Where are the others?
We had each walked through the exact same opening; I would have expected at least one of them to be in my line of sight. Where had they all gone?
And more importantly, where did I go now?
I peered in my bag again; it was empty.
Huh. Maybe objects only appeared when I needed them? I slung the pack over my shoulder, pulled my dagger from its sheath, and looked in either direction.
The air was quiet, cold and lonely. A light breeze swirled around me, lifting snow in my face.
I wiped the hair from my forehead and started walking.
My boots crunched in the snow, the world around me quiet and growing colder. I could easily see my breath, but I couldn’t see any openings in the wall. I walked and walked, growing more and more anxious with each step.
I felt a small flicker of life behind me, and I turned.
There was nothing. Just an endless rug of white snow between two enormous stone walls.
I had started to turn back around when I felt it again.
Far away, in the opposite direction, was something like a vapor, transparent and swelling, making the air shimmer as though little flakes of snow had risen in a plume and moved together in a swarm.
Certainly, the life force isn’t coming from that, is it?
But as I watched, it moved.
Toward me.
The closer it came, the more I could sense it—sense the power inside of it. It was a rich power, an ancient power, and it was infinitely dark.
The wind blew around me, and I heard it whisper a single word: “Run!”
The shimmer was moving faster, sweeping towards me like a spirit, and I started sprinting.
My heart raced and my lungs burned as I heaved, trying to ignore the burning in my ankle. The snow was slowing me down and wearing my legs out fast.
Pain stabbed through my ankle and I tripped, falling in the snow. Wincing, I shoved myself to my feet, wiped the snow from my face, and kept running.
It was so close.
A thousand screaming voices filled my ears then, horrible and agonizing and otherworldly. I’d heard those screams before, while I’d been in the hall to the lower library with Thad.
I ran and ran as hard as I could, trying to get away from it, but it was too fast and I had nowhere to go.
And then I saw it, another shimmer up ahead, coming toward me.
My heart turned to lead.
I was trapped.
 
 



Chapter 19
The Non-Directional
 
 
The shimmer ahead was almost upon me.
I gripped my dagger tight, holding it before me, when the shimmer chimed.
Wait, that looks just like…
A nyx.
It was like the one from the castle, and as I watched it I realized it was the very one I’d saved from Denn’s cruel hands. It chimed again, darting frantically through the air, pointing at a spot in the wall.
“I don’t understand,” I said.
The spot looked like every other spot along the wall, but the little nyx continued pointing and whizzing in the air like a hummingbird, then flew straight into the wall and was gone.
The vapor was so close my skin turned cold, its agonizing screams chilling my insides.
The wind ripped over the snow and howled, “Go!”
The shimmering vapor descended on me with a chorus of wailing and I jumped, right into the wall.
I shut my eyes, preparing to smack hard, but instead I kept falling. Right until I landed right into a pile of snow. I rolled on my back; the shimmering vapor was gone, and so was the wall. In its place was white. Fields of snow rolled like an ocean before me, pristine and untouched, empty and desolate until they joined the grey sky at the horizon. Where was I? 
A delicate chiming made me turn around. The nyx fluttered in the air, glittering and twinkling, full of life. It chimed again, sounding like bells.
“You saved my life,” I whispered.
It continued chiming and started fluttering away from me.
“Wait!” I stumbled to my feet and moaned. My ankle was not cooperating.
Fighting back pain, I trudged through the snow after the little nyx. It wasn’t moving fast, not nearly as fast as I knew it could. It was moving like it wanted me to follow it.
At least someone knows where they’re going.
I followed the little light through the interminable grey haze, plodding through the snow. My tracks were deep and sloppy, and I realized that mine were the only ones I could see. There wasn’t a single blemish in the snow, not a single track from the other champions. Or any other creature.
The nyx darted back to me, whirring and chiming loudly in my ear as if to say, “Hurry up!”
But I couldn’t move any faster. My toes were beginning to feel like rocks, and the pain in my ankle was becoming unbearable. Wind whistled over the endless white fields, lifting snow and ice in my face. The cold air stung my eyes and burned as I breathed it in and struggled to focus on the chiming spark in front of me.
Snow began falling from the clouds, and I saw shadows just up ahead, tall and slender and dark, like giants, huddled in the distance. Trees.
The nyx continued forward, a bright light in the haze, and the falling snow grew thicker, sticking to my cloak and hair. I tugged my hood over my head and held my cloak tightly between my gloves, trying to stay warm as freezing air swirled around me. My teeth chattered and my fingers felt like ice, and finally, we reached the trees.
The great pines creaked and moaned against the wind and weight of the snow in their arms. There were so many shadows beneath them, dark and foreboding, and I’d just about made up my mind to avoid them when the little nyx dove in.
The wind burst behind me and I shuddered, following the nyx into the trees. The air wasn’t as cold here. I could deal with the temperature and let the trees fight the wind.
The nyx darted around my head, chiming.
“Where do we go now?”
The chiming sounded louder, and a little annoyed.
Well, I had no idea where to go. Everything looked the same, like a white and black photo of a forest in winter.
The breeze rustled past my ears. “Use the directional.”
I’d almost forgotten I’d brought it. I dug deep in my pocket, pulled out Cicero’s directional, and clicked it open.
The little nyx stopped chiming and hovered over my shoulder, staring at the arrow. The arrow spun and spun in one direction, while the symbols around the perimeter spun in the opposite direction, and right as I was about to close the lid, they stopped.
The arrow hovered over a circle, pointing about sixty degrees to my left.
I started walking, and the nyx chimed and fluttered behind me.
Together we followed the arrow, through the snow, past tree after enormous snow-covered tree. The world was quiet, and the farther I walked, the more I felt as though the trees were watching me.
The pain in my ankle subsided some, only because it was frozen into numbness. I wondered if I’d ever warm my hands and feet again. The shadows grew darker, the air grew colder, and finally, after what felt like forever, I found footprints.
My footprints.
I’d walked in a giant circle.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. The directional pointed as though it wanted me to keep walking, round and round, until I took my very last step.
I grumbled and chucked the directional at the ground.
The nyx ducked out of the way, exploding in loud chimes, and hovered farther away from me, scared.
“Sorry,” I said, “I’m just…”
Pathetic.
I had no business being here. I probably didn’t see any of the contestants because they had known what to do and where to go. They had the skill and talent necessary to survive.
I did not.
The nyx approached me slowly, the bells soft and almost melancholy. It hovered in the air before my face, its light fading in and out.
“What am I doing?” I whispered, and the little creature’s wings fluttered. “Who did I think I was, entering the games? I don’t stand a chance. I can’t even find the mountain!” I was yelling at myself now. “Who loses a mountain?”
The nyx backed farther away, and I slumped in the snow. My ankle throbbed, and every extremity had grown heavy and numb from the cold. I didn’t know at what point I’d lost the feeling in my face, but I had, and when I slipped my glove from my hand to wipe back my hair, and touched my frozen fingertips to my cheek, I couldn’t tell which was colder.
This overwhelming feeling of helplessness began to sink in, and it was then I realized how much I’d hoped for this moment to free Fleck. How even though I knew I didn’t possess the necessary skill, I had held on to the hope that there was at least some chance, no matter how minute it might have been, that I could’ve won and helped Fleck find his freedom.
But sitting here in the snow, lost and cold and afraid, the truth began settling inside of me.
I’d never had a chance. I would lose—or die—they would take Fleck’s powers and Fleck’s life, and it would all be my fault.
I had failed.
My eyes stung. I never should have brought Fleck here. I never should’ve taken Stefan’s place, because I didn’t have the strength to endure the consequences.
The nyx chimed frantically. It buzzed in the air, twinkling and fluttering, and then it disappeared. Leaving me alone.
The air was whistling as it blew through the trees, bringing ice and snow, when I heard the soft crunching of footsteps. I whipped my head around as a shadow emerged from behind a tree.
“Daria?”
The person lifted his hood; it was Danton. His blond hair blew in the wind, and his eyes were bright and curious as he walked forward, toward me, slow and steady and cautious.
I wiped my nose and stood, brushing the snow from my cloak. “What are you doing here?” I asked.
My response hurt him, but his face showed nothing.
“I thought I heard something,” he said, stopping a few feet before me. He noticed the directional and bent over to pick it up. His face changed with surprise, and he held the object out for me. “Was this in your pack?” he asked.
“No,” I said, taking it from him. Despite my gloves, my hands were so cold my fingers struggled to bend in order to grab the directional. “I brought it with me.” I shoved it back in my pocket. “But it’s not doing any good. All it did was lead me in a circle.”
Danton studied me a moment, then turned and squinted at the trees. “If you want,” he said, “you can come with me.”
He was careful. Not wanting me to feel forced even though I could feel the hope simmering inside of him.
“Isn’t that a conflict of interest?” I asked.
He smiled at me—he really was handsome. “It doesn’t need to be,” he said. “And if you grow tired of my company, you are free to walk away.”
I looked around at the trees, at the snow, at the desolate and empty terrain.
“Sure,” I whispered, “but I’m not sure I’ll be much help.”
Danton’s stance lifted a little as he held my gaze, then looked away. “We need to go that way.” He pointed up ahead and a little to the right. I couldn’t see anything but more snow and trees.
“Can you see the mountain?” I asked.
“No,” he said, “but I don’t need to see it in order to know it’s there.” He turned to me, his features soft but withdrawn, and then he started walking.
The two of us walked in silence, Danton in front, me lingering a few feet behind. My body was so cold, my feet like bricks, and as long as I put most of the pressure on my left foot, the pain in my ankle was manageable.
I didn’t know how Danton knew where to go. Everything looked the same to me, and I had no idea how he’d found me, but we didn’t retrace our footsteps. Every so often, he’d glance over his shoulder at me, but he didn’t speak. He just kept walking, musing.
I pulled out the directional; the arrow spun in one direction while the symbols spun oppositely. Both finally stopped—the arrow lingering over a symbol of two crossed arrows and pointing up ahead, but a little off to the right.
“I’m sorry,” Danton said suddenly.
I snapped the lid to the directional closed and shoved it in my pocket just as he turned around. His face had softened with vulnerability.
“About what?” I asked.
“About earlier,” he continued. “About…how I’ve been acting toward you. I had no right.” His eyes were so blue, so honest. He took a slow step forward. “I just…I’ve never felt so connected to anyone in all my life, and I think—no, I know—that I was too eager to move forward with you.” He stopped right before me, his eyes intense.
I didn’t know what to say. I found it strange that he should be talking to me about this now, in the middle of a snowy desert while we were searching for the unity stone.
He gazed into my eyes, hopeful. “May I have a second chance?”
A gust of wind swirled around me, and I heard something off in the distance. A soft cry of struggle, followed by a sharp stabbing pain. I blinked and looked away.
“Did you hear that?” I asked.
“No.” His voice was low.
There was someone out there, just on the edge of my senses. If I could just…
“Daria, where are you going?” Danton said after me.
I kept walking. “I’m not sure, but I think someone’s in trouble.”
“Daria, it’s too dangerous!” Danton continued.
“Come on!” I started hopping into a run.
“I’m not coming with you.”
I stopped and glanced over my shoulder at him.
The lines in his face were hard. “You can come with me and I will help you find the stone, or you can do it alone. What lies out there”—he gestured in the direction I was headed—“is beyond you and me. I will keep you safe, Daria. It’s your choice.”
He really wasn’t going to come with me.
But there was someone out there—someone in trouble. I didn’t know who or what, but they needed help. I looked back at Danton, who waited, lips in a line.
He would keep me safe. He would protect me from the dangers here, and he would lead us to the stone.
While someone else was in trouble.
“Danton, I’m sorry, but…”
His face didn’t change. He nodded once and adjusted his stance. “This is where we say goodbye, princess. I truly hope I see you again soon.”
He walked away. And I turned and ran, heaving. Pain coursed through me stronger, now, and I was glad I’d decided to come. Whoever it was needed help, now. I rounded a tree and froze.
It was Vera.
She crouched, focused, clutching her blades as her head whipped back and forth between two shimmering clouds.
The vapors. Just like the ones I’d seen through the wall. They hovered over the snow, pulsing and swelling, waiting to attack.
And Vera was afraid.
One swept forward with a horrible scream. A surge of power burst forth from her, pressing the shimmer back with an invisible wall, but its companion seized the opportunity. It glided toward her, fast and fluid, sweeping over her.
Vera cried out as her agony seared through my blood. It felt as though her insides were being ripped apart. She fell to her knees, and the other one swirled toward her. And Vera wasn’t moving.
“Hang on!” I screamed, and dove in, daggers in hand.
Her shock surged as the shimmering cloud moved in.
“What are you doing?” she growled.
No idea. “Helping!” I yelled.
“I don’t need your help!” She was furious, but at least it was distracting her from her pain.
One of the clouds moved away from her and floated toward me.
“That’s it,” I said. Vera couldn’t handle two, but maybe one at a time. If I could just distract them…
The cloud swept at me and I dove, rolling through the snow. That horrible screaming filled my ears as I staggered to my feet.
Vera’s features were set as she pressed back the other, fighting against the agony that burned down her spine, bleeding into her limbs. She was even stronger than I had thought.
I moved away from her, luring the other cloud back farther and farther, while she handled the first.
The cloud moved toward me, swelling with each pulse, fighting against the wind, and those alien screams sounded again. The wind gusted hard, throwing my hair in my face, and I felt a surge of power from Vera.
The air cracked and trembled as a thousand voices cried out in agony and were suddenly gone.
I glanced back; Vera was heaving, leaning against a tree, but the other cloud was gone.
My skin turned cold and my insides felt like they were on fire. The other cloud had descended upon me, and I couldn’t move. I couldn’t run, I couldn’t breathe; all I could do was feel, and that feeling was worse than anything I could remember. Like someone had reached icy-cold fingers down my throat and was slowly ripping my organs apart, trying to pull them out through my mouth.
The wind around me whirred and screamed in my ears. I could faintly feel Vera, mustering her strength to dispel my attacker, but she was too weak. She’d only had the energy for one.
The pain burned so strong that my vision turned black, and, like watching from a dream, I saw myself falling to the ground in the middle of a vortex of wind and snow.
I landed in the snow, and the pain suddenly ceased. The world around me was silent. I opened my eyes. A shadow moved in the distance, slipping behind a tree. The dark rider. I staggered to my knees and glanced behind me.
Vera lay in the snow, her hand resting over her chest as it rose and fell quickly with her breathing. She stared straight above her, probably willing the pain to fade, and slowly tilted her head toward me.
Good, she was still alive, and from the looks of things, the shimmering clouds were gone, too.
I turned back to where I’d seen the dark rider; he was gone.
“How did you do that?” Vera’s voice was low and even. Her jaw was clenched, her eyes narrowed, and she looked at me like I was the one that had attacked her.
And I had no idea what she was talking about. “Do what?”
A shadow darkened her face. “I saw you,” she spat, and then winced as I felt a surge of pain burn through her.
I rushed to her side.
“Get away from me,” she growled.
I searched her for any signs of injury, but it seemed like everything she felt was internal. “What were those things?” I asked, giving her room to push herself to a seated position.
With a burst of strength, she stood and started walking away from me.
“Vera, wait!” I shoved myself to my feet, wincing, and hurried after her.
“Stay away from me,” she said without turning around.
“But you need help!”
She snorted. “Not from you.” And she was soon out of sight, leaving me alone.
Again.
What had those things been? Had Danton known they were here?
Another truth sank inside of me. The dark rider. He was here, and he had sent them after her.
A black bird cawed overhead, landing on the branch above me. It was the first sign of life I’d seen here, but seeing it now somehow wasn’t comforting. The bird watched me, head tilted to the side, and then took off, disappearing through the darkening trees.
Evening would be coming soon, and I wasn’t about to search for the unity stone in the middle of the night. Not here.
The wind rustled through the trees and a clump of snow fell beside me. I pulled out the compass. The little arrow continued hovering over the crossed arrows, but this time, they were pointing in the other direction. The direction Vera had gone.
Well, I didn’t really know where else to go, so I might as well follow her tracks while I searched for cover for the night. So, I started walking.
My adrenaline had dissolved, allowing me to feel again. My feet were like lead weights as I dragged my bad ankle through the snow, and my lungs burned from the cold air. What I would have given for a fire, and I had no idea how to make one. Not without magic. These people didn’t use matchsticks, and I doubted there were any in my pack.
Vera’s footsteps became closer together and started dragging along the snow until they stopped. I looked around. The forest was much darker now, and there wasn’t a sign of her anywhere.
A sharp point dug in my back and my breath caught.
“You lied…” Vera hissed behind me, her agony overwhelming.
I didn’t move. “Vera, please.”
“You said you couldn’t do magic.” She dug the tip of her dagger deeper between my shoulder blades.
Any deeper, she’d draw blood. Slowly, she moved around to face me, her knife pointed at my chest. Her dark eyes were filled with hate and her mouth was set in fury. “You lie and cheat and manipulate to get what you want.” She spat in my face. “You’re just like the king.”
I flinched, but said nothing as her spit slid down my cheek.
A bolt of pain wrenched through her so fiercely, she cried out and collapsed in the snow, unmoving.
I wiped my face, crouching at her side. “Vera?”
Her eyes were shut tight, her jaw clenched in silent battle. “Get away…” She tried again, but the shear agony cut her short.
Her color was fading fast. “You need help,” I said.
“I don’t want—” she winced “—your help.”
Her insides burned as though they were slowly melting. How was she not screaming right now?
Her energy faded, her lips went slack, and her face turned whiter than snow. I slapped her cheek hard, and her eyes opened wide enough to glare.
I glared back. “Tell me how to help you!”
She struggled to breathe and looked away. “You…can’t.”
“There has to be something.”
She squeezed her eyes tight as the pain pulsed. “…have…pack…” she mumbled.
“What?” I asked, but her head lolled to the side as she struggled to breathe.
Certainly, she hadn’t meant the pack? Maybe hers had something in it.
I searched her, but couldn’t find it. “Where’s your pack?” I asked.
She shook her head. “Yours,” she mumbled.
I grabbed my pack. “But mine’s empty.” The last word fell away as I realized there was something in my pack. Curious, I yanked it open; a neon-green liquid shone back at me from inside a small vial. It looked just like…
“Fire and ice?” I said aloud.
Vera nodded.
So, she wanted fire and ice, probably to help the pain because I highly doubted it had any curative properties.
But there was just one little problem.
“Vera, I can’t make fire.”
She opened her eyes, looking like she could murder me even in death.
“I’m serious!” I defended. “I can’t.”
I glanced away from her murderous gaze, uncorked the vial, and held it before her. “Please,” I pleaded. “I can’t.”
She continued to glare at me until, finally, she looked at the vial. For a long moment, I thought she was going to refuse.
At last she shifted and shut her eyes. It took every ounce of her strength to focus; the strain on her made my insides ache and, after what seemed like forever, a ball of fire appeared in her hand. I guided her hand to the vial and she turned it, letting the fire fall into the liquid. It hissed and fizzled as steam curled into the air, and I pressed the vial to her lips.
She swallowed it down, shut her eyes, and fell lifeless in the snow.
 
 



Chapter 20
Vera
 
 
“No.” I tossed the vial aside and shook her. Her hair tousled and her head lolled to the side. This couldn’t be happening.
“Vera!” I smacked her across the face.
Nothing.
I pressed my ear against her chest.
With a sharp intake of air, she jerked up, heaving, and I jumped back.
Every breath burned her lungs as she gasped, struggling to breathe again. The fire and ice moved into her stomach, giving strength to her body and limbs, purging her organs of pain, and her ghostly white cheeks became tinged with pink. She sat there, eyes closed, breathing in and out as though her entire life depended on it.
At last, her lids snapped open and she looked at me.
Her elegantly dangerous face was without expression, her exotic eyes hard and searching, but for once, I didn’t detect absolute hatred.
“Better?” I asked. I was shaking.
She didn’t answer. She simply sat there like a statue in the snow, watching me. Her eyes moved and settled on the empty vial, lying in the snow beside her.
“You were right,” I said. “It was in my pack.”
Rage twisted her features and she looked at the trees with violence.
Had I done something wrong? That was what she had suggested, wasn’t it? Find fire and ice—she’d even made the fire. Maybe she didn’t remember.
She exhaled slowly. “That bastard.” Her voice could’ve frozen winter.
“Who?” I whispered.
Her fury-filled gaze moved to mine. “Danton.”
Danton?
“I’m going to kill him,” she said, staggering to her feet. She hadn’t taken more than two steps before she clutched her stomach and tumbled to the side. I caught her before she fell into the snow.
Her pulse was weak, her body tired and strained. The fire and ice had done an excellent job of dulling the pain, but it was still there, curling around her insides and squeezing them.
“You’re not killing anyone,” I said. “You’re still weakened from those”—what were they?—“things back there.”
The face Vera made told me that was the wrong thing to say, and I was suddenly reminded of my fights with Stefan.
Vera was like a bomb about to explode, limited only by the fragile shell around her. I didn’t know what had happened, exactly, or what Danton could possibly have to do with this, but we needed to find shelter, and fast. Night was upon us, and the air was starting to freeze my lashes.
“It’s getting dark,” I said, adjusting my stance to prop her up. “We need to find a place to stay for the night.”
She shook her head. “No, I’m going to find him.”
Her stubbornness was going to get her killed. 
Funny. Hasn’t someone told you that before?
Conscience, not right now, please.
I held her tight. “Not like this, you aren’t.”
I thought she was going to fight me, but with a sigh, she slumped against my shoulder, succumbing to her exhaustion.
Now what?
The wind blew, fierce and cold, chilling my bones. Some of Vera’s hair wafted in my mouth, and I spit it out as I searched and searched for somewhere to go. Everything still looked the same, white and black with varying shades of grey. No changes in topography, no hillsides with caves, no…
The trees.
Maybe…there had to be…
“I need you to walk,” I said to Vera.
She didn’t answer, but I knew she’d heard me.
I started moving forward, holding her against me as she dragged her feet through the snow. My ankle burned with her weight, and I clenched my teeth to keep from crying out. I sure hoped what I was looking for wasn’t much farther, or I wouldn’t be able to make it.
We trudged through the snow as wind whipped around us, blowing snowflakes everywhere—in my face, my eyes, beneath my cloak. I paused and reached out with my senses, trying to detect energy, trying to detect anything.
Nothing.
The world around me was dead; the only life force I could feel was Vera’s beside me, and even that was fading.
I kept walking, step after agonizing step, pulling her dead weight after me. The winter wind whistled, tugging at my cloak and hair, stinging my eyes.
My ankle gave out and I collapsed, bringing Vera down with me.
Get up!
I couldn’t move; I was so cold.
The wind blew snow in my face, but I was too tired to wipe it off.
Move! It’s just a little farther…
But it wasn’t. I had been wrong. There was nothing but emptiness and cold and…
I felt it, in the distance. Humming and vibrating with energy, so soft I wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t stopped. My lids snapped open, and, with a groan, I pushed myself up.
The wind howled, drowning out everything else, but once it passed and was quiet, I could sense the vibrations again.
My heart beat faster with hope, and I tugged Vera back to her feet.
She moaned something that I couldn’t understand, but her strong flicker of annoyance told me I didn’t want to. I slipped my arms around her and pulled her after me, toward the pulse faintly resonating in the air.
It was so dark. I wouldn’t have been able to see anything if it hadn’t been for the snow, reflecting what little light existed, amplifying it enough so that I could avoid running into trees.
Step by slow step, I walked, carrying Vera forward, all the way until we reached it.
Carefully, I set her down on the ground beside the stump and took a deep breath. The air stung and my teeth chattered, but my lips were too cold to move. Shaking, I took off my gloves and pressed my stiff hands against the tree trunk; it felt warm.
“I just need…” I slipped my pack from my shoulder and reached inside. My fingers touched on something cold as ice and hard as stone. I pulled it out; it was a coin. “This.” I pushed the coin into the bark and stepped back. “Please work.”
The coin sank into the tree and, like a curtain, the bark pulled back, leaving a dark opening behind.
I sighed my relief and looked back at Vera, who had noticed none of it. I slung my pack over my shoulder and grabbed her by the ankles. “Please don’t kill me for this,” I said, and dragged her through the snow into the belly of the tree.
It was just like the tree I’d been in with the Del Contes—the shroud. This one wasn’t nearly as furnished as the other had been, or as warm. There were two stools standing on the dried pine needle covered floor, and the walls were bare, knotted and rotting. A single torch, hanging above the opening, had come to life the moment we’d stepped inside, and little bugs scurried away, hiding in the earth and shadows.
But at least there wasn’t snow and wind.
I pulled Vera away from the opening, laid her down at the far side of the tree, sat beside her, and leaned back against the wall, shaking.
My body was frozen. The cold had gone past my fingers and toes, and frozen my bones. Even breathing hurt. I was so cold that I thought I’d never be warm again.
More than anything I wanted a fire—something to thaw myself—but there was nothing I could do. I had no magic and Vera certainly couldn’t do any. She barely had enough strength left to breathe.
I slipped my pack from my shoulder; it was empty. Of course it was empty. It never gave me anything I wanted, just exactly what I needed.
How to convince this stubborn black sack that I needed a fire…?
“The unseen,” Vera whispered beside me.
I looked down at her.
Her eyes were closed, but her breathing had relaxed, as had the lines on her face, making her look less like a warrior and more like a beautiful young woman.
I watched her in silence, waiting for her to continue, but she didn’t. “Vera?” I whispered.
Her eyes fluttered open and fastened on me. Her dark eyes were penetrating, searching and curious and angry, and then she started to push herself up.
“Here…” I reached out to help her, but she jerked away from me.
With a soft grunt, she sat upright and leaned against the tree with a sigh. “Where are we?”
“Um, technically, we’re inside of a tree.”
She arched a brow and her surprise flushed over me. “You found a shroud?”
“Yes.”
She was quiet, thoughtful.
“Vera,” I started.
She glanced at me.
“What were those things back there?”
She inhaled deeply as her pain peaked and faded. “The unseen. Dark spirits.”
“I saw the dark rider,” I said. “I think he sent them.”
Her jaw clenched, and she swallowed.
“Are they…native to this area?” I asked.
Vera shook her head and shut her eyes. “They’re not native to anywhere. They shouldn’t exist. The unseen—” she winced “—are spirits of the dead.”
The tree groaned and creaked against the winter wind outside.
“Spirits of the dead?” I whispered.
“Yes.” She adjusted herself. “Pulled from the afterlife. Once pulled, they answer only to the person that summoned them.”
“Someone brought those three spirits from this…afterlife?”
“There weren’t just three. Each consists of hundreds—hundreds of angry spirits melded together beneath the control of one master, forced to do his bidding. And when they touch you, they suck out your soul until there is nothing left but an empty shell.”
I thought of the guards. The men who’d looked ashen and shriveled as though their insides had been pulled from them. I thought of the feeling I’d had, when one of the unseen had touched me. It had been as though someone were ripping apart my insides.
“Is that what attacked the guards at the castle?”
Vera nodded slowly.
And that was what had been in the hallway, when I’d been with Thad. But why hadn’t they attacked us then?
“They’re answering to the dark rider,” I said.
Vera was quiet.
“I saw him right after they attacked. If we find him, we can make him stop this,” I said.
Vera shook her head and her lips twisted sardonically. “You can’t make the dark rider do anything, princess.”
I remembered something. “By the way,” I said, “what happened to your pack?”
Her anger flared so hot, I almost regretted asking her.
“Danton,” she said through her teeth.
“Danton…?”
“He took it.”
Wait, what? That didn’t make any sense. “But why would he do that?”
“Why would he do that, indeed?” she sneered. “It was right after we walked through the wall. He…caught me off guard and took it.” She shrugged it off, but I felt her rage.
It was a battle she had lost, and she didn’t want to talk any more about it.
But still. I had a difficult time believing that of Danton, but Vera wasn’t lying. Had he known she was being attacked by the unseen? He could’ve helped her. He could’ve helped her so that we wouldn’t be in the state we were in now.
The only “healthy” person was the one who knew nothing and had no magic.
“You really can’t do magic.” Vera was studying me, her face unreadable.
I shook my head. “I don’t know what happened back there.” I stared at the opening. “I wish it had been me, because that would mean I could do magic and I could make us a fire.”
Vera leaned back against the tree and stared at nothing. “You’re mental, you know that?”
I snorted. “Yeah, actually. I’ve been called that a lot, lately.”
“And, apparently, it isn’t doing any good.”
“None,” I said.
Amusement sparked in her, but she said nothing.
“How are you feeling, by the way?” I asked, knowing full well the pain ached deep in her bones.
“Fine,” she said.
I arched a brow. “Is a near death experience normal for you, then?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Commonplace.” I didn’t feel anger from her, though; I felt something much more curious and…amused.
“The fire and ice—is it helping you?” I asked.
“Yes,” she said. “It numbs the pain”—hardly—“but it’ll take magic to rid of it completely. Their touch is like poison in your blood.”
“I wonder why it didn’t affect me,” I said.
Vera sighed, sagging against the wall. “It hardly touched you before it was destroyed.” She looked pointedly at me with those scrutinizing dark eyes, and I glanced away, uncomfortable.
Silence.
“Why did you enter the games?”
Startled, I glanced up. There was nothing malicious in her eyes, nothing rude or judgmental.
I wrapped my arms around my legs. “To save Fleck.”
Her confusion swelled and quickly turned into understanding. “The Daloren child.”
I nodded, staring absently at the floor.
“Why?” she asked.
Was it safe to tell her? “It’s…sort of a long story.”
I felt her eyes on me like lasers, but she sat quiet with her thoughts. 
“What about you?” I asked. “Why did you enter?”
She didn’t answer me at first. Instead, she looked away and stared at the space before her for a long, silent moment. Her eyes grew darker and her anger ignited and burned like hot coals.
And, for once, it wasn’t directed at me.
“To save myself,” she said at last; her voice a thread, thin and pulled taut.
Agony flashed through her. She shut her eyes until it passed, and then lay down on the floor, exhausted.
She needed help. She needed help and I couldn’t give it to her. To see someone so strong, so fierce and so capable, to see her unable to stand, unable to will away the pain, made her seem so…human.
So much like me.
“To save myself,” she had said.
But from what? What could she—a beautiful, strong and powerful woman—possibly need that she didn’t have already?
Freedom.
But she was free. She had been free to attend the Academia, free to become an Aegis, free to enter the games. I remembered her mother, then—the scantily dressed leader of Gesh. I remembered how she had screamed at Vera, and Vera had been embarrassed and furious but succumbed to the woman’s demand regardless.
What had happened in her life to create such hard lines of defiance, such sharp angles of anger? What had made her…this?
“Who are you?” I whispered to myself, sagging against the tree as exhaustion set in.
 
****
 
It was a landscape I recognized. Empty and desolate—devoid of all life. The world bled to death around me as the air cried out in misery. So many voices, so many heart-wrenching voices, but I could see none of them.
All that mattered was the box, the one in my hands.
It was a strange box, and I couldn’t recall how it had gotten there, but I was holding it. Small and black and simple, rectangular in shape. So much fuss over such a tiny object.
And yet I’d waited for this moment—begged for this moment. To hold it in my hands and open it. Find the knowledge sealed inside. The knowledge of the Pandors. It was all that could save us now.
I trailed my fingers along the lip of the lid. Power radiated form the box. This was it.
I lifted the lid and peered inside.
 
****
 
A soft crunch startled me awake.
I didn’t even remember falling asleep. I glanced at Vera; she was fast asleep, her chest rising and falling slowly.
Had I dreamed the sound?
Crunch.
No, someone, or something, was outside.
I pulled my dagger from its sheath and stood, creeping toward the entrance. The shadows beyond were thick and black, and the snow shone a dull grey. I couldn’t see anything unusual.
I had started to turn back inside the tree when I heard a soft crunch again, closer this time. Considering I hadn’t seen any signs of life all day, save Danton and Vera, I wasn’t too thrilled about hearing one now.
Maybe it was nothing.
But what if it isn’t?
Vera was in no state to defend herself. I needed to see what was making the noise, and if it was anything potentially harmful, I needed to make sure it stayed away from the shroud, away from Vera. With a deep breath, I pressed myself against the tree and slipped outside into the shadows.
The night held its breath.
There was nothing. Just tree after giant, black tree. The shadows were still, waiting. Even the wind was quiet. I reached outside of myself, trying to get a sense of life—anything—but there was nothing.
I shivered, holding my cloak tight, clutching the icy hilt of my dagger, and took a step forward. I felt something then, not far in the distance. Something…cold.
I looked back at the tree; from here, you couldn’t tell there was an opening and that anyone was inside of it.
Good, at least Vera would be safe.
With a deep breath, I stepped forward into the shadows. My footsteps crunched softly in the snow as a cold breeze whispered past, and a dark shape lunged from the shadows. I jumped out of the way and spun around, breathing hard.
Orange cat-like eyes glowed in the darkness, illuminating a face of dried earth. A Pykan. The sorcerers that had hunted me on Earth all the way through the Arborenne when I’d been with the Del Contes. No one had seen a sign of them since the event with Lord Tiernan.
The Pykan hissed, stepping toward me, and I took a step back but bumped into another one.
It grabbed my arms, and I barely slipped away, only to fall right into the arms of the other. It held me tight as I struggled, kicking and punching, trying to writhe free, but its grip was like an iron vice, its frame like kicking stone.
Without thinking, I kicked with my bad ankle. It felt like someone was ripping my foot off. I cried out in pain, and the Pykan’s grip around me tightened.
The other Pykan stood before me with a cruel smile.
“What do you want?” I spat.
The Pykan tilted its head, studying me. I hated its eyes. They were unfeeling, cold and callous. They were everything that was wrong with this world. “You insist upon running from us, princess.” Its voice was slippery; its breath smelled of rot and death. “And yet all we want is to help you.”
“Help?” I winced against my vice. “By holding my arms behind my back?”
The Pykan moved to my other side. “All we want is to offer our counsel.”
“If your counsel was worth hearing, you wouldn’t have to trap me in order to give it.”
The fury of the Pykan burned hot, and its orange eyes narrowed. When he smiled, my blood turned to ice.
“Tell me, child, what’s it like, not having magic?”
“Why are you…?” I started yelling, but my voice trailed. There was something about the way the Pykan had said that, something about the way it was looking at me. I stopped struggling. “Why?” I asked. “What do you know?”
It waited there, quiet and satisfied. “Your magic,” it said. “It has been blocked.”
The word dropped in the air like a brick.
I gasped. “Blocked?”
“As in a strong barrier has been placed around your magic, preventing you from accessing it.”
That couldn’t be true. He was lying. He had to be.
The Pykan circled me. “I know you can sense it,” it continued. “But when you reach out, it is like a vapor. The magic—” it held up a cracked hand and grasped at the air “—it slips through your fingers.”
“You’re lying.” My voice trembled.
The Pykan stopped before me, eyes boring down on mine. “Am I?”
A lump lodged in my throat.
It wasn’t lying.
“But who…?” I whispered.
The Pykan looked pleased. “Why don’t you ask your grandfather?”
No. That wasn’t possible. “No, he hated me because I—”
“—didn’t have magic?” the Pykan finished. “No, he hated you because you had it. You were a threat to him. You were a threat to his kingdom,” the Pykan spat with deep loathing.
My heart raced as my breath came quick. Me? A threat? The Pykan had to be lying. I wanted him to be lying.
“Search yourself,” the Pykan continued. “You know what kind of man your grandfather is. Is it really that unrealistic?”
No, it wasn’t.
“All you’ve wanted is to have magic. To be an equal. With magic, no one could lock you away, no one could taunt you, attack you when you are so…vulnerable.”
Denn.
My stomach twisted at the memory and bile rose in my throat.
“I can give it back to you, princess. I can break down the barrier so that you can have your magic.”
The Pykan wasn’t lying, and I felt sick.
All this time. Months of pain and sorrow, anger and frustration. If I’d had magic, I could’ve had Fleck out of here by now. I could’ve been out of here by now.
I gazed back into the Pykan’s cat-like eyes, weary. “Why would you do that?”
“In exchange for the unity stone.”
I blinked. “The unity stone? Why do you need me?”
The Pykan’s eyes narrowed. “Because we can’t unlock its power. Only a champion can.”
“Why me?” I asked. “Why not find one of the others?”
“Because, you, princess, are a Pandor, and only a—”
A crack sounded in the distance, and the Pykan’s head spun.
In its momentary distraction, I moved. I slipped from the grasp of my assailant and ran.
Bolts of light shot from behind me as I sprinted through the forest. They landed in trees—the snow—but each one missed. I dodged one, landing hard on my bad ankle. Pain seared up my shin, and it was all I had left to pick up each leg. I had to keep moving; I couldn’t lead them back to Vera. If I could just lose them…
My ankle gave out and I slipped, plunging into water.
A thousand tiny needles pricked over my skin as I kicked and swam, but my fingers wouldn’t bend. My legs and feet were like anchors, pulling me down, deeper into the ice-cold water.
With a last burst of strength, I kicked myself upward, and my fingers rammed into a thick layer of ice. I pushed and clawed and shoved, but my escape was sealed. My lungs were bursting as my head started feeling fuzzy. My feet pulled me down, deeper and deeper into the cold water, but I was no longer cold. Warmth spread through my insides, but it didn’t reach my legs and arms—I couldn’t feel them anymore. 
Exhaustion rolled over me in one forceful wave and the world around me turned dark.
 



Chapter 21
Identities
 
 
I opened my eyes to an orange glow. A small fire crackled and burned beside me, and just beyond it was Vera. She was sleeping on her side, her breathing
slow and even and peaceful.
I was in the shroud. Leather clothes were draped over the stool that stood beside the fire. My clothes. My boots stood upright beside them, unlaced, my dagger lying flat across their toes, and I suddenly realized I had been stripped down to my bra and underwear, tucked beneath a few layers of blankets, with a wool beanie on my head.
With a start, I sat; my skull felt as though someone had attacked it with a jackhammer.
But…how did I get here?
I had brought Vera in the tree, but I had heard a noise and left, and had run into Pykans. The Pykans had told me something—what was it they had said? I couldn’t remember.
And then I remembered running away from them and falling into water and everything had gone cold and dark.
How had I ended up here, inside the tree, practically naked under blankets with a hot fire beside me?
I heard soft tread in the snow, just outside the tree. I snatched my dagger from my boots, shoved it under my blankets and lay down, pretending to sleep.
The moment my eyes shut, someone stepped through the opening and into the tree. I could feel their gaze on me like I could feel my own heart beating. I fought against my pounding head, trying to get a sense of the person at the entryway, but all I could feel was winter—endless winter.
The person moved past me, past the fire, and I lifted my lids a fraction…
It was the dark rider.
I blinked to make sure I was seeing correctly.
Impossible. It didn’t make any sense. Had he…?
He set a few pieces of wood at the far side of the room, and then crouched at the fire with his back to me, dressed all in black like a shadow. A very cold, very lethal shadow. He was fidgeting with something in his hands, head bent in focus.
Now.
As quietly as I could, I sat, held my blanket with one hand and my dagger in the other, and slid toward him.
Just a little farther…
I pressed the tip of my dagger between his shoulder blades.
He went still.
“Who are you?” My voice was rough.
He was silent, and I dug my dagger in deeper. “I asked you a question.”
He raised his gloved hands in surrender. Slowly, he grabbed the dark mask near the top of his head and pulled it off. Dark hair spilled free and he turned his beautiful face to me, his emerald eyes piercing.
My dagger slipped from my hands and clanked on the stone, echoing in the small chamber.
My world started spinning. I opened my lips, but all that came out was a soft puff of air.
No, it couldn’t be. How was it possible? All this time…it couldn’t have been him. The dark rider had lived decades ago.
Alex’s jaw clenched as he stared into my eyes, unyielding, his lips tight.
“This whole time,” I whispered, “it’s been you. You are…the dark rider?”
Alex didn’t let go of my gaze. “No.”
“But…”
“The dark rider is dead, Daria,” he continued, his voice low and deep and threaded with hesitation.
My face showed every ounce of confusion and bewilderment I felt.
“Months ago, I decided to disguise myself,” he continued, slow and even. “I was worried about what was happening in this world and that the king had done nothing about it, so I decided to look into it myself. Lord Tosca agreed and suggested I go in disguise, because if anyone saw me about, they would attribute it to his mistrust of the king, and the king would see it as treason.”
I swallowed, feeling a hundred emotions at once. “So you decided to disguise yourself as…a killer?”
“No.” Strain carved lines in his face as his dark brows knit together. “The people started those rumors. Once I began hearing of them, I expressed my concern to Lord Tosca, but he thought it would play in our favor. At least it would raise the people’s alarm since King Darius didn’t seem worried, and it did. Once people get an idea fixed in their mind, they’ll see whatever it is they want to see, and in this case, everything bad that happened was the fault of the dark rider.”
I stared at him in disbelief. 
Okay, fine, Alex was the dark rider, but that didn’t answer a few other minor things. “You tried to kill me!” I said.
He was the one bearing disbelief this time. “What are you talking about?”
My whole body trembled. “That day—the first day I saw you…in the forest…you led me straight to Denn.”
Anger burned in his eyes and his fists clenched at his sides. “Not on purpose.” His voice shook. “I didn’t intend for you to see me, and I shouldn’t have risked it. I was about to jump in when I saw Thad coming. Once I saw you were safe, I left, but I should’ve stayed and killed Denn then.” 
By the look on his face and the sound in his voice, I knew that he would have.
I swallowed, pushing back the memory as my stomach turned. “What about the arena?” I asked. “You brought those things to life, I saw you—”
“That was a Pykan.”
A Pykan?
The figure had been cloaked, and I’d just assumed it had been the dark rider. Fine, so maybe I’d been wrong about those two, but I wasn’t done yet.
“What about the unseen?” I asked. “I saw you there right after they attacked Vera, and then at the castle…”
Alex’s eyes were locked on mine. “Pykans, and I can only assume they sent the unseen after Vera.” He glanced at her, his eyes brimmed with worry. “The unseen that attacked you…I destroyed.”
He hadn’t sent the unseen after me. He had killed it and saved my life.
Again.
I slumped back, feeling overwhelmed and confused, as everything dumped on top of me. Not confused by what he’d said, but confused on how to feel about it.
I knew Alex wasn’t a killer, but it was difficult convincing my feelings to accept another emotion when they’d been stuck on fearing him for so long.
Alex watched me. The fire crackled and shadows flickered across his face, sharpening the angles, and even though I couldn’t feel him or get a sense of his emotions, I could see the anxiety on his face, the apprehension and affliction, waiting to see how I would react. Afraid of how I would react.
And I still didn’t know how to react. I was stuck somewhere between bafflement and joy—joy that Alex was sitting right here before me.
“You were the one that left me Cicero’s directional,” I said.
Alex was quiet.
“And you knew that was me that day in the courtyard,” I said.
Alex looked at me, guarded. “I didn’t know how, exactly, but I knew enough.”
Of course he had known. Nothing got past him, at least when it came to me.
I glanced away and my eyes settled on my clothes, draped over the stool.
My clothes.
Heat rose to my face. I certainly hadn’t taken them off.
“Did you…?” I asked, peeking back at Alex.
Alex glanced down, and I started feeling warm all over.
Oh. My. Gosh.
“I’m sorry, but I didn’t have a choice,” he said in a whisper. “They were soaked through, and there wasn’t anyone else to help.”
I swallowed. I mean, it wasn’t like he’d never seen me in a bikini before, which was pretty much the same as my bra and underwear, but somehow it wasn’t. Somehow it was totally different. Everyone saw you in your bikini. Only I saw me in my bra and underwear.
And now he had.
A few years ago, I wouldn’t have given it a second thought. But now? Completely and utterly horrifying.
It felt like my entire body was on fire, but I couldn’t stop the thought from flitting through my mind. Had he…liked what he’d seen?
You can’t seriously be thinking that right now. He was kind of preoccupied with saving your life!
“They’re probably dry now,” he added, still not meeting my gaze. I thought his voice cracked a little. “Here.” He had started reaching for them, when I said, “I’ve got it.” I pushed past him and gasped.
My ankle burned so badly I stumbled forward and Alex caught me.
“What is it?” he whispered at my ear, slipping his thick arm around my waist and helping me sit down.
I tried ignoring the feel of him against me. “I’m fine…”
“Yeah, you look fine.” He arched a dark brow.
“It’s just my ankle. I sprained—”
“Which one?” He let go of my waist, made sure I was stable, and moved to my feet.
It hurt—really hurt. “My left—ow!”
“I haven’t even touched it yet.” He glanced at me the way Dad looked at me sometimes, which was somewhere between concern and “stop fighting and accept my help.”
I swallowed as the burning sensation pulsed and throbbed.
He lifted the edge of my blanket and, very carefully, placed his palms on my ankle, studying it. His hands were so warm. “It’s not…broken…”
“I know,” I said through clenched teeth. “I told you, it’s sprained—ow!” I jerked and the blanket slid off my leg, leaving it mostly bare.
Alex didn’t notice, though. He wrapped his hands around my ankle with gentle strength—my foot looked so small in his hands—and he closed his eyes. Power burst from his palms; it burned through my skin and into my ankle and, very slowly, the pain faded and was gone. Like it had never existed.
“How…?” I started.
“I have a healer for a mother, remember?” Alex grinned, but he wasn’t looking at me. His eyes lingered on my leg as if noticing it for the first time. His focus moved, then, trailing up my leg, farther and farther until it stopped at my waist, which was, thankfully, still covered with blanket.
My face burned. I didn’t care that he’d already seen me half-naked. I hadn’t been conscious at the time.
His cleared his throat as he dropped his hands, his eyes flashing to me before he turned completely around. “You should get dressed.” His voice sounded husky. He grabbed my clothes from the stool and without looking at me, set them at my feet and walked to the other side of the room.
Well, this was mortifying.
He kept his back to me while I slipped back into my leathers. They were a little difficult to put on, though, because my hands kept shaking, and when I shoved my leg into my pant leg, I did it a little too quickly and my foot caught, propelling me forward. I would’ve fallen if I hadn’t caught the stool to steady myself. I noticed that Alex tilted his head at the sound, but he didn’t say anything. And he certainly didn’t turn around.
After what took much longer than necessary, I had my leathers in place and my boots tugged over my pants—they felt toasty and warm. I couldn’t sit back down, though. I felt restless and I had the sudden urge to run, but I didn’t know just how that would work inside the ten-foot diameter of a tree, and I doubted Alex would let me leave it.
Alex had moved to Vera’s side and placed a hand on her forehead. I watched as he adjusted a blanket beneath her head and brushed the hair back from her face. There was so much tenderness in the gesture.
He looked so concerned for her, and I realized something, standing there watching them. She was everything he was—strong and courageous, fearless and skilled. Stunning. She was exactly my opposite, and even though I didn’t want it to, jealousy wrapped around my heart and pulled it down into my stomach.
“Is she going to be okay?” I whispered.
Alex raked a hand through his dark hair. “I’ve done all I can, but she’ll need to be taken to the healers after this.” He glanced over his shoulder at me. “She survived because of you.”
“No,” I said, “she survived because of you. We both survived because of you.”
You always survive because of him.
Alex studied Vera, his expression distant.
I had to know. “You like her,” I murmured.
He didn’t answer at first. “Yes.”
Of course he did. Why did I even bother asking?
My leathers suddenly felt too tight. Had they always been this tight? I couldn’t remember, but I suddenly couldn’t seem to get enough air into my lungs.
“But it’s not like that,” he continued.
It wasn’t? Then what was it like? Or maybe I didn’t want to know.
But before I could stop him, he explained himself further. “There are many things about her I respect and admire, and she’s been a good friend to me—someone I’d trust with my life. But there’s…nothing more than that.” He looked back at me, then. His eyes searched mine, struggling against something I could not see. What was it that I couldn’t see?
“She likes you,” I said.
Be quiet already! Are you trying to get them together?
I felt a surge of something from him, but I couldn’t tell what.
He stood and grabbed another log for the fire, and then moved to stand beside me. He didn’t stand too close, but I felt every inch of space between us as though it were a part of him, pressing against me.
I wanted to close the space between us. Why did he still affect me like this? Why couldn’t I just move on and pretend he was my friend—my friend who had taken a sudden interest in dressing up as killers for a living?
But I already knew the answer. It was because he had kissed me, and for as long as I lived, I would never be able to get over how it had felt. How he had felt.
I set all of my attention on the fire before us. I needed to think about something else. Anything else, and I knew from experience that adversity was always a faithful deterrent. So, I thought over yesterday’s events, trudging circles through the snow, finding Danton and Vera, how Vera hadn’t believed me when I’d said I didn’t have magic…
Magic. Maybe Alex would know the truth. “The Pykan told me something,” I said.
He waited.
“That…my magic has been blocked.”
Alex loosely folded his arms.
“Is it true?” I stole a glance at him.
His features were sharp, watching the fire without really seeing it. As much as I tried, I could never get used to looking at him. The beautiful structure of his face or the perfect set of his lips.
“Most likely,” he said at last. “I wondered how you could show such strong aptitude for magic only to have it disappear. That would make sense.”
The Pykan hadn’t been lying. “Is there any way to get rid of it?” I asked.
“Only the person that made the block can break it—unless you use dark magic, like the Pykans.”
“They said the king made it.”
Alex glanced sideways at me.
“They said I was a threat to him, but I have a hard time believing that.”
Air escaped his lips as he opened his mouth to say something, but instead he turned to face me. He stood so close; all I could see were his deep green eyes. I was lost in them without any sense of time or direction.
“Daria, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you the truth.” His words were quiet despite the intensity of his gaze. “I wanted to, but I couldn’t risk it.”
Those words. I’d heard them before. He’d said them before, months ago. And hearing them again, standing here looking at him—looking into the beautiful eyes of my best friend, with whom I was still hopelessly in love—his words infuriated me.
He wasn’t my best friend. Friends confided in you, supported and encouraged you. Friends made you feel as though you could do anything, even when the world stands against you. And Alex…he’d left me here, all alone, right when I’d needed him most. Right when I’d needed him more than I’d needed anyone, and all I’d gotten was a letter. If anything, the only real friend I had in this world, aside from my dad and Stefan, was Thad.
But for Alex, it was always about risk. Risks he wasn’t willing to take. No, I wasn’t a risk he was willing to take.
“You’re angry,” he said when I hadn’t spoken.
I wanted to say something. I wanted to say something so badly, but my words failed. All I could do was feel, and those feelings churned inside of me. Months of anger, hurt, dejection, and abandonment.
“Please, say something.” His tone was fervid as he grabbed my hand.
I jerked my hand back. “Why? What does it matter to you, anyway?”
He was taken aback. His forehead creased as he leaned forward. “What do you mean, why does it matter to me? I care about you and—”
“You don’t care.” I cut him off, matching his tone and leaning closer. “You lie to me my entire life—my supposed best friend—disappear, show up three years later, and then disappear again…this time, with a note saying you care but you’re leaving and I’ll never see you again, as if that somehow lessens the blow. Caring is an action, Alex. If your idea of caring is protecting me from a distance, you can take it back to Alioth and stay there. I don’t want it. Be in my life, or stay out of it. You can’t have both.”
The words came out before I could stop them, and his face hardened on impact. The slip of space between us vibrated with electricity, and I suddenly wanted to retract my words. They were how I’d been feeling, but I hadn’t exactly planned on telling him. Not now, anyway. Not right after he’d just saved my life.
I expected him to walk away from me, but he didn’t. Instead, he leaned so close I could feel his warm breath on my face. “You think this has been easy for me?” His tone was low and fierce.
I set my jaw, holding his gaze. “By now it should be.”
He stared at me hard. “Not a day goes by that I don’t think about you, Daria. Leaving you that night was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but if I had stayed, it would’ve been more dangerous for you, and I couldn’t—”
“Stop making my decisions for me, Alex!” I cut him off. “I don’t care about how dangerous it would have been. You left without giving me a choice.”
“I couldn’t let you choose something that would put you in more danger,” he said through his teeth.
I held his gaze as my body shook. “You shouldn’t have kissed me, then.”
He was quiet a long moment, clenching and unclenching his jaw, his eyes burning into mine. “You’re right,” he said at last.
My lips parted to reply, but then his words finally registered. My vitals suddenly seemed to stop working—my lungs, my heart, my brain. He had agreed with me. He wasn’t supposed to agree with me. He must really not have cared…
I blinked as air slipped past my lips, and then I looked away and walked past him.
I didn’t look back to see if he was going to stop me. I didn’t care. I didn’t know where I was going either, but I couldn’t stay here. Not with him. Not knowing he regretted the one moment in my life I’d cherished above all else.
Water filled my eyes, stinging like the deep burn inside of me. I’d reached the door to the outside when Alex’s strong grip wrapped around the small space above my elbow.
He pulled me back to him, and the look in his eyes arrested my fight. “You’re right,” he continued in a tone that wrapped around me like silk. “I should have given you the choice.” 
He slipped his hand around the back of my neck, pulled me close, and kissed me.  Long and hard and deep, stealing my breath, my will. I melted into him as I sank into his strength, soaking up his warmth, forgetting myself—forgetting everything except the feel of his lips against mine, the smell of pine and winter on his skin. He pulled back slightly, leaving me breathless. His face was a handbreadth from mine as we shared the same hot air. “Here’s your choice,” he whispered on my lips. “I hope I’m not too late.”
It took me a moment to realize that he’d said something, but then I couldn’t remember what he was referring to. All I could think about was the taste of him and how soft and velvety his lips had felt, and the way his lips were currently brushing against mine was driving me crazy.
My body responded for me. I pressed myself into him and kissed him back. I kissed him for every moment I’d wanted to, for every moment I’d missed him. His hand slid from the back of my neck, down my back, pulling me against him, kissing me urgently as though his life depended on it. He kissed away the heartache, the months of doubt and pain, and I matched his intensity as my tongue pushed against his, our hands restless and needy. 
A sharp point of anger burned hot behind me, and Alex’s hands froze.
Vera stood, arms folded over her chest, looking like she might set us both on fire, and then she turned and stormed out of the tree.
Alex said something beneath his breath, unwound himself from me and ran after her.
I gasped for air, trying to recover. My heart pounded in my chest, and my lips felt swollen and raw. The taste of him still lingered on my tongue, and I wanted him to come back. I wanted him to come back and kiss me like that again.
I heard Alex’s and Vera’s voices—angry voices—and they weren’t too far from the tree. Vera’s fury burned even from where she stood, and her voice crackled the air.
I wanted to know what they were saying almost as badly as I didn’t.
After what seemed like forever, Vera reentered the tree. The air around her seemed to blur with hot steam. She crossed the room without so much as a glance in my general direction and, with one swift kick, she took out the fire.
“Get your pack,” she spat and left before I could say a word.
Okay.
I grabbed my pack, searched for my gloves, but after a few moments of searching, I shoved my bare hands in my cloak and stepped out of the tree. The shadows had turned grey as the day began to rise. Morning.
Alex stood near the entrance. His features were hard and his eyes narrowed as he stared absently at the trees. Vera stood a few yards away, her back to us like she was pretending we didn’t exist.
Without another word, Vera started walking away. Alex jerked his sword from the snow and nodded at me with heavy eyes. “Go ahead.” His voice was low and even. “I’ll keep to the rear.”
I searched his face, waiting for something more, but he only pulled his sword from its sheath and stabbed the tip of it in the snow.
What had just happened?
I suddenly wasn’t so happy about him kissing me anymore.
Hours had passed—it had to be mid-morning by now—and still, Alex remained silent and Vera all but melted the snow she walked upon. At one point, I’d even tried walking up to her to ask her how she was feeling. I might as well have asked one of the trees. I probably would’ve gotten more of a reaction.
She hacked at everything in her path, which, considering our environment, left the air and snow as her only victims.
It was obvious she was angry about Alex and me kissing, and I couldn’t blame her. If I had woken up to the same sight, I couldn’t say that I would’ve behaved half as well. Knowing me, I probably would’ve flung a string of insults that I’d have to apologize for later.
No, I understood her anger. But Alex’s? He moved so quietly behind me, at times I’d forgotten he was there, and every time I looked, he wouldn’t meet my gaze. His eyes were fixed somewhere else—the trees, the sky—anywhere but my eyes.
It might have helped if I could have some indication of how he felt, but his emotions remained cold and empty as though they didn’t exist.
Why did he kiss me, then? Did he think it was okay to play with my emotions like that?
Vera stopped. “Dead end,” she said flatly.
I stopped beside her, on the edge of a vast icy canyon with a river of blue ice snaking far below.
“Now what?” I asked.
Vera tilted her head, slightly. “Feel free to jump.”
She wasn’t joking.
Alex stopped behind us, his cheeks pink as a small cloud of warm air rose from his lips. He looked around until at last, his eyes settled on me. “You have the directional?”
I reached in my pocket, pulled it out, and clicked it open. This time, the arrow wasn’t spinning. In fact, it hovered over something shaped just like a heart, pointing straight at Alex.
He stared at the device with a spark of amusement in his green eyes. “You need to concentrate on the stone.”
I clenched my teeth as Vera muttered something beside me, threw her arms down, and trudged away. Alex looked after her with a frown.
Unity stone, unity stone, unity stone…
At first, the arrow did nothing, but as I watched, the round plate holding the symbols began trembling and started to turn. Round and round they went, the arrow spinning oppositely, undecided on where to plant itself, until it finally stopped on something shaped like an orb, pointing in the direction opposite Vera.
Alex moved right beside me, glancing at the directional, but the moment his arm brushed against mine, the arrows moved back to their prior position. Alex.
I decided I didn’t like the directional, either.
He hadn’t noticed, however, because he was looking after Vera. “West!” he called after her.
She walked past us, features hard.
I closed the directional and Alex nodded for me to go ahead, but this time he kept pace beside me. He didn’t say a word, though, just walked with that quiet confidence only he possessed. His sword hung naturally at his side, his black cape fluttering gracefully behind him—a stark contrast to the winter all around. As though the world belonged to him and he was master of it.
We were winding around a boulder when he grabbed my hand lightly in his, and stopped. Vera kept walking ahead, unaware.
“Daria, I’m sorry about earlier,” he said in a deep whisper.
I might’ve thought he was referring to kissing me, but his eyes were too soft and rich for that. “What happened?” I asked.
He stepped closer, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Well, Vera’s having a difficult time with this,” he squeezed my hand tight and didn’t let go, “and she was going to go off on her own. I all but forced her to stay because it’s not safe for her to be alone right now—not here and certainly not in the state she’s in.”
“I thought you two were just friends.” I arched a brow.
“We are,” he sighed, playing with my hair. “I’d suspected it might be slightly more for her, but I had no idea. I’m just sorry you were caught in the middle of it. I haven’t been ignoring you on purpose…I just think that we”—butterflies filled my stomach when he said “we”—“should give her some space and time in order to deal with it. She usually manages her anger with violence, but in this case I’m afraid you would be the target.” A grin played at his mouth as he trailed his fingers lightly along my jaw, his gaze fastened on my lips.
I stood on my tiptoes, closing the distance and breathing lightly on his mouth. “You don’t think I can handle myself?”
I felt him smile on my lips as he wrapped an arm around me, holding me close. “I know you can handle yourself,” he said softly. “I’m just trying to handle this as peacefully as possible.”
He kissed me, slowly and tenderly, but he drew back after what felt like a millisecond. He saw my frustration and smiled, showing his beautiful, white teeth.
And this smile was meant for me.
My heart leapt into my throat and I started sweating.
“We should keep moving,” he said, squeezing my hand before letting go.
I knew he was right. I highly doubted Vera would stop and wait for us. “Fine,” I grumbled at last, at which he laughed, and then I started walking forward.
He continued keeping pace beside me, his face bearing nothing but pure amusement.
Vera wasn’t too far away. I could just see her shadow and white-blonde hair slipping through the trees.
“Alex?” I asked.
He tilted his head toward me, his arm brushing against mine.
“Why did you change your mind?” I asked.
He was quiet a moment. “It’s still dangerous for us and you already know that your grandfather would never allow it, but—” He paused, turning to face me. “I am so tired of being away from you.” He touched my chin with his fingertips, tilting it toward him, and he kissed me lightly. When he pulled back, his eyes were so warm and so green, I wouldn’t have been able to pull myself away if he hadn’t moved.
We kept walking, one of his hands holding mine, his other carrying his sword. So much had changed so quickly, and I wasn’t sure what it all meant. Was he really going to stay? And if he did, how would I be able to see him? What about his duty to Lord Tosca? I was too afraid to ask that question—especially after everything he’d just said. He had been right about my grandfather, but maybe it could change. Maybe if I somehow won my freedom…
I hadn’t wanted my freedom any more than I did in that moment.
Still, after everything Alex had said and done, I couldn’t get a feel for him. His emotions remained an icy void.
“Why can’t I sense your emotions?” I asked as we walked.
Alex was quiet a moment, and at last released my hand and fidgeted with something around his neck. He pulled a delicate silver chain over his head, and from it hung a small, black stone that looked like onyx but was about half the size of my thumbnail.
“Take it,” he said, holding it toward me.
I took it from his hands; it was ice-cold. “What is it?”
“Tran gave it to me that night we stayed at his house.”
So many months ago?
“It’s one of a kind, from the Icelands,” he continued. “Tran said he won it in a bet with a Nord and, from what he said, the Nord was furious.”
“What does the stone do?” I asked.
“It blocks others from sensing your magic.”
There was a soft thud up ahead as Vera leapt from a small boulder into the snow.
“It blocked me from sensing you,” I said.
He nodded, squinting at the terrain ahead. “I couldn’t have anyone knowing it was me, and I knew you would find out the truth immediately.” He paused to move a low branch from my path. “When Tran gave me the stone, I never intended to have a use for it, but once I’d decided to, well…you know the rest.”
I tried to feel him, reaching out with my senses, but there was nothing.
Alex grinned. “I’ve been wearing that for a while. It’ll take more than a few minutes to wear off. And, just so you know, ever since I’ve worn it, I haven’t been able to sense you, either.” Unease suddenly clouded his features and he halted mid-stride. He stared ahead at Vera, who had stopped walking and was crouched on the ground. “What is it?” he asked her.
Vera didn’t respond—she didn’t so much as glance up—and Alex sprinted toward her with me right behind him.
I saw what had made Vera stop. 
Steerforth. He was lying in the snow, his lids half open as each breath shuddered, and the snow around him was splattered in blood.
 
 



Chapter 22
The Shadowguard
 
 
Alex crouched beside Steerforth. “Steerforth, what happened?”
Steerforth’s lids fluttered and he coughed; a thick drop of blood oozed from the corner of his lips and slid down his chin. Alex wiped it clear as Vera pulled back Steerforth’s cloak. There was a dark red patch over his left breast, slowly seeping through the rest of his shirt. Vera and Alex exchanged a glance, and Vera placed her hands over the wound and shut her eyes.
“Who did this to you?” Alex asked through clenched teeth.
Steerforth mumbled something and coughed more blood. It made me nauseated, seeing him like this, feeling the burning sensation coursing through his body.
Vera sat back on her heels, her lips pursed. “I can’t.” She extended her palm; in it was a small black dart.
Alex’s eyes narrowed at the dart and he flexed his jaw.
The wind stirred and the shadows around us menaced with something dark and deadly. The air pulsed and I dropped. Something whizzed past, grazing my cloak, landing in the snow beside me: a black dart exactly like the one Vera had pulled from Steerforth. The snow around it sizzled and melted, and the dart disappeared. I rolled to my feet as the air pulsed again.
“Move!” Alex yelled.
Darts shot like bullets from the trees.
Alex extended his hand as he dropped. The air shuddered with power as a semi-transparent shield appeared, stretching for the darts. But rather than stop them as Alex had intended, the darts slipped through the hazy arc, narrowly missing him.
Steerforth started convulsing, screaming out in agony. The air pulsed again, and I glanced back at the trees.
“Daria, move!” shouted Alex.
The darts hummed as they shot through the air, straight for me.
But as I watched them, the darts did something strange. They moved slower and slower, until each tiny black dart was suspended in mid-air.
A strong gust of wind whipped around me, swirling faster and faster. In a flash, time returned to normal, and the wind hit the darts and tossed them aside.
Alex’s hard gaze met mine, and a man dressed all in black materialized behind him. Alex deflected the blow at the last second; their swords met with a resounding clang as more men materialized out of the shadows. One, two, three…I counted all the way to eight when Alex screamed at me.
A bolt of energy powered toward me, and I dodged at the last second. It whirred over my head as one of the men ran at me with black blades. I ducked and spun, kicking one sword then the other from his hands and thrusting my palm hard in his nose, knocking him back, just as another one attacked me from behind.
He wrapped thick arms around my neck, squeezing tight as I choked and wriggled, struggling to free myself. Alex noticed and started to run for me, but another man jumped in his path—where were they coming from?—the two of them caught in a blurred battle of swords and magic.
I bit down hard on my attacker’s arm, and for a split second his grip loosened, just enough for me to writhe free. He reached for me again but I dove, sliding the dagger free that was strapped to his boot and jamming it into his thigh.
He cried out as I yanked it free and I jumped back as he staggered forward. Vera grunted somewhere behind me. She was poised between two men, whirling and planting a foot in the face of one while plunging a sword into the heart of the other with a sickening smack, but he didn’t drop like I’d expected.
Instead, he shattered as though he was made of glass, transforming into a cloud of millions of tiny black shards, and he was gone.
Vera stood, dumbfounded, and didn’t see the shadow creeping up behind her.
I threw my dagger, hard.
It split through the air with the speed of a bullet, sinking in the shoulder of the man behind her. Surprised, Vera spun around and kicked the staggering man hard in the chest. As he fell back, she jerked my dagger free and slit his throat; he shattered into black glass and disappeared.
What are these things?
Vera glanced back at me, eyes fierce, and tossed my dagger back to me before jumping into battle with another.
I caught the hilt of my dagger and snapped my head around to Alex. It was just him against four, but he moved fast and strong, with grace and fluidity. He flung an invisible wall of energy at one. The man flew through the air as Alex rammed the heads of two into each other before engaging in a fierce sword-fighting match with the fourth. He stabbed his sword through the man’s abdomen; the man exploded into shards of glass.
Alex glanced up at me, eyes wide. “Look out!”
I spun just in time to see a sword bearing down on me.
Right before contact, there was a dull thud and my attacker froze. His sword slipped from his hands and landed in the snow, and he slumped to the ground facedown. The end of an arrow protruded from his back.
There was a sharp crack, like ice being broken, and the man exploded into black shards, dissolving into the snow.
Ehren, the champion from the Arborenne, stood between the trees with his bow raised, a few hundred yards away. Within seconds, he’d strung another arrow, and no sooner had the string snapped than air whizzed past my face and a soft cry sounded behind me.
Another man exploded in black, right over the spot where the first had fallen. Ehren lowered his bow and ran towards us, his hair a white sheet behind him.
“Is that all of them?” Vera scowled, still clutching her sword before her.
I looked around, breathing hard, and wiped the sweat from my brow. They were gone. The snow was dirtied but there were no bodies.
“Who were they?” I asked.
Alex looked around. “Shadowguard,” he said through clenched teeth.
Vera frowned and shoved her blade back in her belt. “Done fighting already?” She actually sounded disappointed.
Ehren stared up at the sky as though he didn’t trust it. “I doubt they expected the four of us to be working together.” He raised a pale brow.
Alex stabbed the tip of his sword into the snow so that it could stand and wiped away the hair that was stuck to his forehead. “But why are they here?”
“I’m not certain,” Ehren mused, moving his violet eyes to me, studying me as though I were an artifact.
Vera picked up one of the fallen black swords from the snow and shoved it in her belt.
“I was ahead of Steerforth when I heard the attack,” Ehren continued, moving his unsettling gaze to Alex, “but by the time I arrived they’d vanished, and there was nothing I could do for him.”
Steerforth.
I searched the snow for him. His body lay completely still, right at the base of a tree. I ran to his side. His lids rested half open over dulled, empty eyes, and his skin was ashen and cold. He was dead. His body was there, but Steerforth, the young boy that had winked and smiled with all the happy vanity in the world, had gone. So much vitality—gone. And why? In just one moment, everything he’d fought for, everything he was and had been was taken away and cast into life’s infinite vault of memories. All because of a stupid game for power.
My throat tightened and anger bubbled deep inside of me. I hated this world.
Alex stood over my shoulder, gazing down at Steerforth. His eyes moved to mine, weighted and strained.
“We can’t just leave him here,” I said.
“We can’t take him.” Alex’s voice was quiet.
Vera appeared beside Alex; her eyes held something savage in them.
I turned back to Steerforth, looking around for his pack, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. The shadowguard—they must’ve taken it.
I slipped mine off.
Alex put a hand on my shoulder. “What are you doing?”
I dug in my pack and my fingers grazed against something cold and hard. My amulet. I pulled it out.
“Daria, don’t—” Alex started.
“I won’t leave him here like this.” I challenged his gaze and turned back to Steerforth, lifting his head enough to slip the chain around his neck.
“That’s your only way back,” Vera said, “and you’re wasting it. He’s dead.”
I didn’t like that word; it was empty and callous and…final. I glared at her. “Looks like you and I will be walking back together, then.”
She pursed her lips and tilted her head, but didn’t say another word as I focused back on Steerforth and wrapped my hand around the amulet.
“Daria, please,” Alex said, but I ignored him.
I shut my eyes and focused on the object in my hand. With a soft pulse, the air shuddered and Steerforth was gone.
A breeze wafted over me, cold and melancholy, as I got to my feet, dusting the snow from my legs. My eyes stung and my body trembled. I needed to move. I needed to move away from this place, away from this battle, away from Steerforth.
“Where to?” I asked.
Ehren was the first to speak. “There’s a small group of shadowguard right ahead of us, heading toward the mountain.” His violet eyes were consumed with thought.
So there were more of them.
A shadow passed over Alex’s face as he looked past Ehren. Vera folded her arms over her chest.
“I’ll go in front,” Alex said.
Vera pulled her swords free. “So will I,” she said.
Alex held her gaze while she stood tall in defiance. “Fine,” he said at last. “Ehren?”
Ehren nodded once and moved behind me, bow in hand.
 
****
 
The mountain was monstrous.
In fact, it was so large, it couldn’t fit between the ground and sky and its upper half was lost somewhere in thick clouds, which was why I hadn’t noticed it before. And the closer we came, the more I sensed that it was alive with something dark and cold, as though at any moment it might unfold and unleash a great monster within.
“The stone is hidden…on that?” I whispered, afraid I might wake it.
Ehren stepped beside me, gazing up into the clouds. His face didn’t show fear, nor did it show anxiety or joy. He wore the same cool expression, watchful and unaffected, with those purple eyes that saw everything that was and wasn’t there.
“It’s not as bad as it seems,” he said lightly, tilting his head at the dark mass before us as if he were listening to it speak. “The mountain is made of ice, which should make it easier to feel the life force radiating from the stone.”
Well, that sounded nice, but we were standing at the base of the mountain and I couldn’t detect anything from the stone. Where, exactly, were we going to start?
The wind blew and I shivered. The air was colder here and carried a life of its own, as if it had hands and fingers and was reaching through the forest to study its intruders and find weaknesses.
“What now?” asked Vera, glaring at the mountain with her hands on her hips.
Alex had hardly said a word since I’d sent Steerforth back, and his gait had remained poised with vigilance. He glanced back at me, curious. “Anything?”
I shook my head as the icy wind ripped through the forest, kicking up flakes of snow and blowing them into my face.
“What about the directional?” he asked.
Ehren’s violet eyes latched on me. They really were unusual in an alluring sort of way.
“You have one?” he asked.
“Yeah.” I dug in my pocket. “I’m, er, borrowing it.”
I clicked the lid open and the arrow and symbols spun. Round and round they went, spinning in opposite directions as though they might never stop spinning. Alex kept a safe distance from me, making sure I kept my focus.
Ehren’s purple eyes fixed with something like fascination. It was difficult to tell, though, because nothing ever seemed to elicit much of a response from him.
The arrow finally stopped, hovering over the circle while pointing just to the right of Alex, toward the mountain.
“Looks like we’re going that way.” I nodded in the direction of the arrow.
Ehren rubbed his narrow chin, staring thoughtfully at the directional. “May I?”
“Sure.” I handed it to him.
The arrow vibrated a little, but didn’t move from its position. In fact, it seemed more resolute. “Thank you,” Ehren said, snapping the lid shut and handing it back to me. “I’ve never seen one in person before.”
The four of us trudged through the snow toward the mass that was the mountain. I’d always loved the snow. It was so pure and pristine and magical, the way it clung to the branches, the way it dusted the trees, the way it smoothed out rough patches and made the ordinary breathtaking.
But here, it was difficult to admire the beauty without this overwhelming sense of dread. The cold was bitter, the air saturated with something dark and ominous, and the trees possessed a life that made my skin crawl.
The sky overhead had changed from slate to dark, filled with thousands of frozen drops. I’d seen clouds like that in Yosemite before, when I’d visited Alex’s family during the winter. I remembered being excited about them because it usually meant a huge storm was on its way and Sonya would have us come inside to a kitchen where Clara would have hot chocolate and giant marshmallows waiting for us.
But I wasn’t so excited now. The only protection we’d find here would be the trees, but something told me they might not cooperate.
Alex slowed and walked with me.
“What are you thinking about?” he asked quietly.
“You really want to know?”
He glanced sideways at me, curious now.
“Hot chocolate with fat marshmallows,” I said.
He grinned, his eyes fixed ahead, understanding. “How simple it was then.”
Yes, how simple it had all been and how unbelievingly complicated everything had become. Why was it you never appreciated your youth until it was taken from you? And at what point had responsibility shifted from the “adults” to us, and where the heck was I when it had happened?
“I miss then,” I said.
He grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I miss then, too.”
He let go of my hand and said, “Daria?”
I glanced at him.
“After all of this,” he continued, his voice low yet resonant, “I would like to spend some time with you…alone.”
He glanced sideways at me, and the look in his eyes, on his face, filled my stomach with butterflies. “Assuming that’s all right with you…?”
I smiled, holding his gaze. “I’d like that.”
He smiled back and my heart started beating so hard and fast, I was certain he was able to hear it.
“I see it!” Vera shouted from up ahead.
Alex and I both looked at her; she glanced back at us without expression, her arms folded over her well-shaped torso.
How is she not freezing with her neckline so low?
She continued watching us as we walked toward her, Ehren right behind us. And then I saw it, too—a dark blackish-blue bruise in the snow.
A cave.
It was nearly imperceptible, and I doubt I would have noticed it if Vera hadn’t pointed it out. But now that she had, I could definitely feel the edges of something: warmth and power pulsing faintly with life, but I wasn’t so sure I liked the idea of walking through a snow cave to find it.
“Is there another way?” I asked.
Vera made a face like I couldn’t have said anything more idiotic, her eyes like two smoldering coals. “You do whatever you want, princess. You know I don’t care if you freeze to death.”
Alex ignored her. “Ehren?”
Ehren stepped forward, studying the cave. “Nothing.”
The trees ended and we crossed the narrow strip of untouched snow before the cave. The sky had grown so dark that the snow looked dull and grey, and the wind blew ice in our faces. I used my cloak as a shield until we reached the cave. The snow transformed from white to blue to deep blue to black the deeper I gazed inside the cotton slit.
With the next gust of wind, the entire mountain seemed to groan.
“Last chance to turn around, princess,” Vera said, slipping into the cave.
She’d really sounded like she wanted me to turn around.
Ehren started after her but paused in the entryway and looked over his shoulder at me. His lips parted as if to say something, but then he glanced past me, at Alex, nodded and ducked inside.
Alex watched the forest, his features hard as the wind blew his dark hair around his face. “I haven’t seen any sign of the shadowguard, and it worries me,” he said.
“Do you think they’re farther ahead?” I asked.
“Not sure.” He looked back at me, his lips tight. “After you.”
I walked inside, out of the wind and cold. At first everything was dark, and I couldn’t see Ehren or Vera—anything—but gradually my eyes adjusted, and everything transformed into varying shades of grey.
Alex was right behind me, lightly brushing against me as we walked, until the grey faded to white and I could see Ehren and Vera again.
A white-blue orb glowed above, illuminating the giant snow tunnel. It seemed to mirror Ehren’s movement, and when Ehren’s stopped to look back at us, my suspicions were confirmed. The orb had stopped with him.
“The cave opens up ahead,” he said, and we kept walking.
The floor ascended as we walked higher and higher through the mountain. It creaked and moaned, and visions of snow collapsing, burying us deep within, kept playing in my mind. Ehren and Vera suddenly stopped.
The snow tunnel had opened into a vast ice cavern. Everywhere I turned was ice and snow, forming walls, arching into a domed ceiling above as though the entire cavern were made of frosted glass. It was beautiful but frightening, as if we had intruded upon another time, another place, and we weren’t supposed to be here.
We stood on a ledge that faded into darkness. There was another ledge on the opposite side of the cavern, and the only thing that connected the two was an ice bridge, just wide enough for one of us to cross at a time.
It was our only way across, and I didn’t like it. Not one bit.
“What is this place?” I asked. My voice echoed in the empty chamber.
Alex looked around, cautious and calculating, and Ehren was the one that answered. 
“At one time, this mountain was considered the heart of Gaia,” he said, his eyes paled from the light. “There used to be a grand castle here.”
“Whose castle?” I asked.
“Galahad’s,” he continued. “It’s where he received the shield and it is where it destroyed him. This mountain has been cursed with darkness ever since.”
The mountain shuddered, creaking and groaning, and daggers of ice fell from the ceiling into the dark abyss below.
If that happened while we were crossing the bridge, we’d be skewered.
“I say let the princess go first.” Vera turned her dark eyes on me.
Alex gave her a look, to which she smirked and turned away.
“I can’t detect any weaknesses.” Ehren’s eyes fixed on the ice bridge.
Everyone hesitated, staring at the narrow span of ice. It was our only way, a four-foot wide rainbow of ice, unless we turned back.
But there was no turning back.
Something dark and powerful rippled through the air and goose bumps rose up and down my arms.
I heard them, then—voices. Whispers, like I’d heard in Fleck’s room. Whispers like I’d heard in the hall, begging and pleading, alien and tortured. Otherworldly. 
Fear crawled over me as I whipped my head around, searching.
The voices stopped.
“What is it?” Alex stared hard at me.
“Did you hear that?” I asked.
His eyes narrowed. “Hear what?”
Life pulsed all around, dangerous and haunting, as the whispers faded in and out like a dream.
“That,” I said, pulling out my daggers. My heart raced in my ears as I searched the walls.
Something was here with us.
Ehren tilted his head, lips tight as he watched the walls, while Vera held both swords before her, eyes daring anyone and anything to step forward.
We have to get out of here.
“The bridge,” I said, fear crawling up my spine. “Now.”
The others didn’t argue.
I stepped out onto the ice, cautious so as not to slip or look down. Alex was right behind, one hand on my back and the other clutching his sword. Step by slow step, we all walked out onto the bridge.
I glanced around at the cavern and my blood turned to ice. The shadows were moving. Dark splotches slid behind the ice like oil, without shape or form, like they were trying to get through. Like the walls were a barrier between this world and the next.
“Alex,” I said.
My tone made him pause and his intake of air was sharp. 
The others saw them, too, right as one of the shadows drifted through the ice-wall like a shimmering vapor.
My heart turned to lead.
The unseen.
“Go!” Alex shouted behind me.
My feet slipped as I skittered along the ice bridge, the others close behind me. More and more unseen began slipping through the ice barrier. There were so many of them. Their whispers grew louder, more vicious and alien, and the ledge we had stood upon mere seconds ago had filled with them.
Keep going…steady now…
I froze. More unseen slipped from behind the wall on the other side of the bridge. We were surrounded. 
The anxiety of the others surged behind me.
“Now what?” Vera growled.
Alex gripped my arm, holding me close, and the air pulsed from him. Energy rammed into me, coursing through my body and toward the unseen. It moved in a shield of light, arching toward the vapors, hovering at the opposite ledge, and slammed into them. They screamed in a blood-curling chorus of wails and recoiled back, away from the shield.
Alex focused as his energy drained from him. More energy pulsed behind me as Vera and Ehren positioned themselves to help, creating a light barrier against the unseen, straining to push them back.
And it was working.
We started moving forward again, farther along the bridge, their combined power flowing through me. The strain was weighing on them, though, and I knew they couldn’t keep this up much longer. There were simply too many unseen.
If only I could help. If only I could access my magic and add my strength to theirs.
But I couldn’t.
The air shuddered violently, and the wall burst into a million fragments of light.
The unseen pressed forward again.
The others gasped behind me as their fear turned my blood cold.
The unseen swept in like the wind, fast and furious, filling our ears with their horrible keening.
Agony ripped through my body.
One of the unseen had fallen upon Vera. She screamed as she fought to push it back, but another came, and another. The unseen descended upon us in a cloud until I could see nothing else.
Alex yelled something, but I couldn’t understand. The alien voices engulfed every other sound and feeling, and I couldn’t move. It was as though something had taken possession of my body—my soul.
The torture of the others tore through me like a bolt of electricity, and then I felt Alex’s. I felt his soul like an inferno inside of me, furious and strong. I felt his struggle and torment, his agony as though he were being ripped apart from the inside. I felt the pulse of blood through his heart as though it were my own.
And it was slowly dying.
No.
This couldn’t be happening.
But it was, and I was powerless against it. Powerless. Always powerless, relying on those around me for protection.
I had brought them into this place. Alex wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for me, and there was nothing I could do to help him. There was never anything I could do to help.
And now the unseen were going to take his life.
Fury boiled deep in my gut and exploded inside of me. It ripped through invisible walls, burning my insides as it burst through my body with a sharp jolt, reaching beyond so that I was overwhelmed with power and…feeling.
And all I could feel was pain.
So.
Much.
Pain.
It surrounded me, consumed me, and I wanted to die. I wanted to die so that the pain would end and I would not feel anything ever again.
With an agonizing heave I collapsed, and I didn’t stop falling.
 
 



Chapter 23
Hell’s Peak
 
 
The first thing I was aware of was that I was alive.
The second thing I was aware of made me regret the first.
I hurt everywhere. Each breath felt like I was expanding my lungs against an iron brace, and my blood felt like streams of liquid fire, slowly melting away my insides.
But I shouldn’t have been able to feel. I should be dead.
I remembered the pain and torment as vividly as if it were still happening. I saw their anguish, felt their agony—Alex’s agony.
Maybe this was my punishment. Maybe this was my consequence for always leading everyone I cared about straight into death’s unshakeable grip. Maybe I would suffer my agony throughout eternity.
Something warm touched my cheek, soft and gentle.
That didn’t seem right. If I was supposed to suffer for all I’d done, no one should be comforting me.
I heard voices, low and murmuring. What were they saying? Why were they here? Shouldn’t I be alone?
Fingers laced through mine and gripped tightly.
Touch.
Real, human touch.
I set my mind on the feel of it; it was like a bright spot in the darkness, something warm and safe, and I was too afraid to let go. Like if I did, I might fade away into darkness and never return. 
The bright spot grew brighter and brighter until suddenly, I jerked to a sitting position, heaving. Air couldn’t fill my lungs fast enough, and the air was freezing. Was air supposed to be this cold?
A deep voice said something in my ear as fingers squeezed mine, holding tight.
I wheezed as I inhaled, each breath burning.
“…wrong with her?” a voice asked.
“…was too much…” said another.
I struggled against my heavy lids to open them. They fought me with everything they had until at last they snapped open and I could see…straight into a pair of rich green eyes.
Alex. He was alive.
I swallowed, and the pain inside of me suddenly became bearable.
Alex rested a palm on my cheek, searching my face. “Daria, can you hear me?” he asked in the softest whisper.
I wanted to answer, but I couldn’t. Somehow I’d forgotten what needed to happen in order to respond. I blinked at him and bit my lip as pain pulsed through my body, pain mixed with an overwhelming amount of concern.
Alex’s concern. I could sense him again.
He said something over his shoulder as he squeezed my hand. More murmuring ensued.
I parted my lips. “Alex.” My voice scratched.
He whipped his head around to face me and brushed the hair back from my face. “I’m not leaving your side,” he said.
Everything inside of me hurt. “What—” breathe “—happened?”
“Stop talking,” he whispered, and kissed my lips softly. He pulled back and said something to someone, and a young man with purple eyes appeared.
I knew those eyes. I could never forget such strange eyes, but I couldn’t place them.
“I told you she was an idiot,” said a sultry female voice.
Alex searched my eyes. “Ehren’s going to give you something that should help, all right?”
Ehren. That was his name. I nodded.
Alex moved to my side, sliding his hand behind my back, holding me up, while Ehren crouched before me. There was a little glass vial in his hands.
Ehren unstoppered the vial and held it before me. “You need to drink all of it,” he said, his purple eyes piercing. “It may burn a little, but it’ll help.”
Alex squeezed my hand as Ehren held the vial to my lips and poured. The liquid was cold at first, like ice water and without flavor, running down my throat. Then the burning came.
My eyes widened as I cried out in pain. This was worse than before; this felt like my insides were dissolving.
Alex held my hand tight as I clutched my stomach, curling forward. The heat moved down my torso, spreading into my arms and legs.
“Just a moment more,” I heard Ehren say to Alex.
And it was gone. Sweat beaded down my forehead, and Alex wiped away my hair. I looked up at Ehren. “A little?” I gasped. 
Alex grinned and someone snorted behind him.
Vera. Her arms were folded over her chest, her dark eyes were fixed on me, and her lips were pursed in amusement.
I looked back at Alex, who was still crouched at my side, studying me. “What happened?” I asked.
He held his palm against my cheek as a grin twitched at his lips. “You have your magic back.”
I looked quizzically at him.
“You broke down the barrier on your magic,” Ehren said, watching me with those curious eyes.
I broke down the barrier? “How?” I whispered.
“I’m uncertain,” Ehren continued, “but the force required to break such a bond—it should have killed you, princess.”
Killed me? I hadn’t even been aware that I’d been trying to break it.
“Lucky for us,” Vera said, “it didn’t and took out the unseen instead.” There were traces of a smile on her lips, which lit up her entire face.
“The unseen…” I started. “What happened to them?”
Alex rubbed his thumb along my cheek. “I’m not sure what happened to them.” He studied me, thoughtful. “A bright light shot out of you, pressing all of them back into the wall, and they were gone.”
A light had appeared…from me? “Are you sure it was me?” I asked.
“It wasn’t any of us,” Alex said.
Had my magic really returned? Had I really broken down the barrier?
There was only one way to find out.
I shut my eyes and focused. A point of heat flickered inside of me like a tiny flame, but it didn’t push me away. Not like before. Not like when I’d tried a thousand times and it would fade away like smoke.
This time, I could wrap my mind around it, grasp a hold of it and bend it and…
Pain ripped through me and I cried out, bending forward.
Alex wrapped an arm around me, holding me against him. “Your body needs to heal. What you did—Ehren’s right. It should’ve killed you.” He squeezed my waist, and I sighed as the pain slowly faded away.
“I don’t know about you,” Vera said, fixing her dark eyes on me, “but I’d like to get out of this mountain, unless the princess would like to stay…?”
I shook my head and pushed myself to a stand, with a little help from Alex. “I’m okay,” I said, despite the dull aching inside of me. “Which way?”
Vera’s brow peaked. “There’s only one way to go, princess. You collapsed the other.”
I realized we were standing inside a cave of ice, much like the cave we’d walked through before entering that cavern, only this cave was completely blocked on one end.
I took a deep breath and looked ahead; the cavern angled up and faded to darkness. “Does it lead out of the mountain?”
Alex and Ehren exchanged a glance. “We hope so,” Alex said.
We wound through the cave made of snow and ice, always trudging higher and higher—our only light the little white-blue light Ehren had made. Sometimes a side of the cave was missing and we were forced to walk along a narrow ledge that fell away to infinite shadow.
The higher we climbed, the thinner the air became. I had to stop every so often to catch my breath, but everywhere, throughout everything, the mountain was quiet. Our shoes scraped along the ice, and once in a while little dustings of snow would flutter from the ceiling. Other than that, it was just the four of us, trapped inside a mountain of ice.
Yet despite the chill, despite the cold and snow and ice, something pulsed ahead. A sliver of life, a warm flicker amidst winter.
The unity stone.
The farther we walked, the stronger it pulsed. I didn’t know how I knew, exactly, that it was coming from the unity stone, but I did. I could feel it deep in my gut. I also couldn’t believe the headmaster would hide it all the way in here.
After what must have been hours, dim light shone up ahead—natural light. The others saw it, too, and everyone glanced at everyone else and walked a little faster, with hope.
It was an opening to the world beyond. One by one, we stepped outside. The cold winter air bit my skin and stung my eyes, and every breath was like breathing in hundreds of tiny needles.
We stood on a sort of terrace all covered in snow, situated in the side of the mountain. Right in the center of the terrace was a stone slab, like an altar, surrounded by snow-covered gargoyles. Some of the gargoyles were missing wings, some heads, and beyond them stood the remains of stone pillars, torn in half with only their base as proof that they’d existed.
I gazed beyond and started.
All along the mountainside were ruins, embedded in the snow. Half of a crumbling tower, part of a wall, the stone outline of what had at one time been an enormous room—much larger than the ones at Valdon. Large like the remains of a castle.
It sprawled out over the mountainside, and even in its state of decay it looked magnificent. Pieces of a bridge reached over a canyon, towards a cliff, and on that cliff was another stone structure, worn down to its bones from time and weather.
“Galahad’s castle?” I asked.
Alex’s eyes flickered to mine, and he nodded.
I wanted to see it as it had been, grand and magnificent and breathtaking. I wanted to see it in its glory, see the people that had passed here, the colors that had shone brightly.
I reached out and dusted the snow from a small gargoyle beside me. “What happened to it?”
Ehren stepped forward, the wind blowing his hair in a white cloud. “It crumbled when Galahad fell, and everyone inside of it died.”
So much wealth, so much power and promise, swept away.
Strange that the headmaster should hide the stone here.
I heard a thud and turned to see a gargoyle on its side with Vera standing over it, arms folded and frowning.
“There’s nothing here.” She scowled.
But I could feel it, the soft pulse of life. It was somewhere not far from where we were standing, but for some reason I couldn’t pinpoint it.
“No, it’s got to be here somewhere,” I said as the wind blew my hair in my face. “I can…just feel it.”
Vera threw her sword and it landed in the snow beside me. “Your feelings are what have us trapped on the side of a mountain.”
Alex’s anger flushed. “Vera, her feelings are what have kept you alive. Why don’t you direct your anger toward something useful, like helping us find the stone?”
Vera’s anger burned hot as she glared at him, then me, before trudging off through the snow.
Ehren observed the landscape, his face unreadable. “I’ll search and keep an eye on her.” He drew an arrow, leapt over the altar with the grace of a gazelle, and ran after Vera.
The wind blew hard and the mountain groaned. I didn’t like it here. The ground felt unstable.
Alex’s brow furrowed. “Any idea where?” He seemed as uncomfortable as I was.
I shook my head. “It feels like it’s coming from everywhere.” I surveyed the deteriorating landscape.
Although, it did feel a little stronger…
“How about you look over there”—I pointed to a spot of land where a broken tower stood—“and I’ll check that one.” I pointed toward a cluster of crumbling walls, just off to the side.
Alex regarded me a moment, hesitating. He didn’t like the idea of us splitting up, and I couldn’t say that I liked it either, but we could find it faster if we did.
“All right,” he said, looking warily at the mountain.
I started to walk when he said, “Daria, be careful.”
I held his gaze a moment before he drew his sword, and he walked toward the tower.
The sky overhead was dark, and the wind was picking up, colder and colder with each gust. The stone had to be here somewhere. I could feel the edges of it, but it was like the magic had always been—just beyond my reach, as though my senses could merely graze the surface but nothing more.
I walked between the broken pillars toward the crumbling walls, stepping over fallen rocks and boulders; my boots left soft imprints in the snow. I rounded one of the walls and picked up a chunk of stone that had fallen in the snow. I squeezed it in my palm and it crumbled through my fingertips.
“Looking for this?”
Danton stepped from behind a broken piece of wall, his black cape fluttering all around him.
“Danton…?” I took a step back. What was he doing here? Something shone brightly in his hands. The unity stone. I looked back into his blue eyes. They weren’t the friendly eyes I remembered. These shone with something callous and bitter.
“Danton, what are you doing?” My voice shook.
Danton turned the stone over in his hands, staring absently at it. “To be honest,” he continued, hiding the stone back in the depths of his cloak, “I’m a little surprised you made it this far without me. Then again—” he tilted his head, glancing at me with a sardonic smile “—you had help. Tell me, princess, how did you find Steerforth?”
Steerforth?
Had he…?
I might have believed it of Danton’s father, but not Danton himself. He wasn’t capable of anything so cruel…was he?
No, I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t want to.
“You didn’t,” I whispered.
His eyes flashed with perniciousness. “Not technically. I guess you can thank my friends the shadowguard for that.”
This wasn’t the Danton I had sat with on the roof, or the Danton who had understood and comforted me. This wasn’t the Danton with the warm smile and handsome face, but looking at him now, the face I had thought handsome before was shaded in malice. “I can’t believe that.”
“Can’t you, princess?” he growled.
I shook my head as my eyes stung from the wind. “No, Danton, that’s not you. You know it’s not you. You are better than that.”
He grimaced. “And you would have someone like Steerforth on the throne?”
“If he’d earned it,” I said.
Danton’s anger flared. “For too long has this world been under the oppressive thumb of an incapable and weak man. His time is done.”
I didn’t like the king, either, but even more than that, I didn’t like what Danton was saying. “That’s the purpose of the games, Danton, you said so yourself—”
“Mortis curse what I said,” Danton hissed, and I stepped back farther. “All you had to do,” his voice turned low and frighteningly even, “was trust me.” He stepped forward, halting inches before me. “I didn’t want to do this alone, Daria. I knew you wanted freedom. No one blames you for that and certainly not me, but you didn’t have to enter the games for it. With me holding the shield and your knowledge of how to use the stone…”
“What do you mean, my knowledge?” I cut him off.
The wind howled, and his lips curled. I didn’t like the twist of his thin lips.
“I know who you are.” He stepped closer still. “Daughter of a Pandor. You hold the secret to utilizing the shield to its full potential, and together—” he reached out and ran his cold fingers along my jaw “—we could do anything.”
My heart beat fast and my insides screamed at me to run, but I couldn’t move. I was stuck, frozen in place. What was he talking about? I didn’t know anything about how to use the shield, and if that knowledge had belonged to the Pandor family, it had been buried with my mother. Even Headmaster Ambrose had known that.
“The shield is being stolen as we speak,” he whispered. “I can protect Fleck, you know.” He leaned so close I could feel his breath on my lips. “I can give you what you want if you just come with me and…”
Something inside of me snapped, and I made a fist and punched him in the face.
He staggered back, startled, flexing his jaw, and his eyes went from wide to furious. “Why you little…” He lunged forward, but I jerked my daggers free, holding them between us.
“Don’t think I won’t!” I growled, and he saw that I was serious.
His anger boiled, but I wasn’t sure if it was from rejection, or something much, much deeper. “Don’t be a fool.” His voice could’ve melted the snow. “There’s no other way for you. You’re a Pandor. If you don’t come with me now, you will be hunted for the rest of your pathetic life, just like your mother—”
A shadow flew from above, and Alex landed right into Danton’s side.
The pair of them rolled and tumbled through the snow, ramming into a pillar in a heap. They were thrown apart, but leapt to their feet within seconds, swords a blur. Danton ducked away from Alex’s sword, and Alex jumped up as Danton thrust his sword in return. “I should’ve known better,” Danton grumbled.
“And, like usual, you didn’t,” Alex retorted as he rounded Danton, brandishing his sword, eyes narrowed in fury.
Danton blocked Alex’s strike, but barely. “Still angry I kissed her?” Danton sneered, and then he tilted his head. “Or”—clang—“maybe you should be reminded about who kissed who. What do you say, Daria?”
My stomach twisted inside of me.
Alex’s jaw clenched as he came at Danton again, and Danton started laughing. “You won’t win this, Del Conte. Even your skill and power are no match for him.” Danton ducked away as Alex lunged forward.
“You’ve bought into a lie,” Alex spat.
“Kenley!” Danton yelled.
Kenley appeared from the shadows, short and dark and brooding. Danton tossed something over his shoulder—the unity stone—and Kenley caught it and started running.
He ran past me, and I threw myself on top of him.
We rolled on the ground in a heap. He might have been short, but he was stronger than me and his movements were quicker. I saw his fist coming and reacted, using his momentum to throw him forward.
I snatched the stone from him as he rolled. The light inside of the stone, the one that had pulsed a white-blue light, became blinding. It burned in my hands, illuminating the landscape with its light, and for a moment everything went still. Alex and Danton hesitated, Kenley gaped, even the wind ceased to blow.
Then a breeze ripped through, swirling and twirling in a gust of white and silver, wrapping around me in a whirlwind. For that moment, for that split second that felt like forever, I felt nothing but raw power, as if it were flowing from the depths of the world, suddenly running through my body, coursing through my veins with a connection I’d never felt before. A connection that made me feel as though I might do anything, conquer anything, and no one could stand in my path.
The gust died, the light dimmed and faded, and right as I glanced back, I was knocked sideways and Kenley grabbed the stone from my hands.
With a grunt, I pushed myself up and bolted after him. I leapt over stones and boulders as the wind ripped through the ruins, blowing snow all around. Kenley ran and dodged quick, jumping without effort. He landed on a ledge and glanced back, a twisted smile on his face. He extended a palm, and a bolt of light shot forward, straight at me.
I jumped to the side and the blast hit, the force sending me tumbling through the snow, rolling until I rammed hard into an old wall. My body ached as I forced it to move, cold and wind biting my face, my hands, anything it could touch.
My vision blurred and everything had become a mass of white and grey. Finally, it came back into focus and I saw Kenley edging his way along a narrow ledge toward a thin slit in the rock, and Vera and Ehren just within sight.
“Vera! Ehren!” I screamed, running through the snow, trying to catch up to him. 
They glanced back and followed my gaze; Vera started running, too, and Ehren strung his bow.
An arrow slipped through the air, a black streak against the grey clouds, but right before impact, it stopped as though it’d plunged into an invisible wall and fell to the ground, lost in the snow.
Vera climbed onto the ledge, holding her blades with a violent smile spread across her face.
She headed Kenley off, throwing him off balance. The two of them fought, neither of them gaining advantage. I ran as hard as I could, jumping over fallen stones, leaping across open spaces, and joined Vera on the ledge just in time to see a bolt of light hit the ground at her feet.
She realized what had happened right as the ground fell beneath her feet.
The wind blew around me as I lunged, throwing myself forward as far and as fast as I could, desperate to reach her. The wind seemed to carry me as I flew through the air, much slower than I had thought possible, and I landed hard on the ground, Vera’s hand in mine.
My arm burned from her weight, her body dangling over a ledge that plunged into thick white clouds below. The wind blew around us and her palms sweated, making her fingers slip through my fist.
“You’re slipping!” I screamed.
She grunted, trying to get a better grip as a pinky slipped, her ring finger…
Her other hand swung out and gripped my wrist, and I sighed.
But then I started sliding after her, over the icy ledge. I gripped with my free hand, but I kept sliding and sliding, my neck, my shoulders…
Someone grabbed my ankles: Ehren. He clenched his jaw as he pulled, tugging us back over the ledge to safety.
Vera landed on the ledge and rolled on her back, grasping her stomach with her eyes shut, breathing hard. “Stop…saving me…” she whispered.
“Stop trying to get yourself killed.” I heaved.
A grin twitched at her lips.
“Watch her,” I said to Ehren, and he nodded as I leapt to my feet, searching the mountainside.
There, on a broken ledge, was a blur of power. The sound of their swords was lost in the wind, the shine dulled from the darkening sky.
“Daria, get down!” Ehren shouted behind me.
I dropped as a bolt of light whizzed past my head, landing on a stone above me. It exploded and I curled into a ball as pieces of rock fell all around me, and then I glanced up.
The shadowguard.
My chest felt heavy as I staggered to my feet.
Ehren and Vera were already dodging light and fighting against three that had materialized out of thin air. Vera moved with lightning speed, and at the last moment she spun, bringing her swords together through one. It shattered into black glass right as another appeared behind her. He shot a stream of light toward her face, and she dodged; it crashed into the rock wall beside her, sending rock and debris everywhere.
Ehren had strung his bow, his arrows wrapped in a net of what looked like threads of light. He shot one at the shadowguard right behind Vera; it landed in his chest and he exploded with an alien wail.
I had started to run toward Alex when a shadowguard appeared before me.
I brought my daggers around, jarring them into the shadowguard’s black sword. He moved, slipping from my reach, appearing on my other side and bringing his sword down. I rolled away, barely missing it.
I tried and tried to get at him, but he was too fast.
He extended his gloved hand and I dropped as light shot past me, hitting rocks and pillars, sending pieces of rock flying all around. I lured the shadowguard back, farther and farther, closer to the ledge, dodging more blasts and falling stone, trying to keep my steps steady.
I reached the ledge. My heels crept over the edge as the wind blew hard at my back, holding me upright.
The shadowguard paused before me, its eyes blacker than night. He extended his arms, and I felt the power inside of him building.
The shadowguard leaned forward, the power within surging through his body, down his arms, through his fingertips as he leaned forward still, and I ducked, stabbing my dagger into his foot.
He fell forward and plunged headfirst over the cliff.
I was stepping forward when something caught my boot and jerked me over the ledge.
 



Chapter 24
Betrayal
 
 
Like a stone, I dropped through the sky. Wind screamed past my ears as my insides lunged into my throat. In every direction, all I could see was white. I wouldn’t have known up from down if I hadn’t been falling.
There was nothing to grab hold of, nothing within reach. All I could hope was that the impact would be quick, that I wouldn’t feel any pain.
But the wind did something strange. It turned softer and softer, becoming thick like a blanket, wrapping itself around me. As each second passed, my fall became slower and slower.
A shadow appeared in the distance, moving through the clouds toward me.
A vox.
Its wings flapped hard against the wind, carrying it forward, closer to me. It swooped down, and as easy as if I’d crawled on top of it, it pushed up at the last moment, securing me on its back.
With a smooth turn, it soared upward while I held tight to its mane. It was snowing, now, and any moment the wind would bring its wrath. I trusted the vox knew where it was going, and sure enough, only a few minutes passed before the vox landed softly on the ledge, right beside Alex.
Alex’s eyes were wild, the color gone from his strained face as he searched the clouds, and the moment he saw me he sprinted to my side. He reached his hands around my waist, pulled me down from the vox, and then held my face in his hands so tightly I thought he might crush my skull. He searched my eyes. “I thought I’d lost you.” His voice was tight. Before I had a chance to speak, he pulled me in his arms, holding me close. “Are you all right?”
“Yes,” I said, “but the stone…it’s gone.”
My legs trembled beneath me from the adrenaline from the fall.
Alex pulled back, jaw clenched. Vera and Ehren appeared, both of them out of breath, their cheeks flushed pink as the wind blew their white hair everywhere.
“Gone,” Ehren said.
“Did you—” Alex started, but Vera cut him off.
“Last one vanished after yours truly”—she nodded at me—“jumped off the cliff.”
Alex looked back at me, his eyes hard. “You jumped?”
“Not on purp—”
The mountain trembled and with a terrible crack, snow and rock began falling all around like rain.
“What’s happening?” I yelled over the noise.
“The stone,” Ehren shouted. “You unleashed something when you touched it.”
The mountain shook again and I fell down, propping myself up with a gargoyle. The entire world felt as though it were falling apart.
“We have to get out of here!” shouted Vera.
Alex walked over to the vox and stood before it for a long, silent moment.
“Now’s not the time to be admiring, Alexander,” Vera yelled.
The vox whinnied as the mountain trembled, and another dark shape rose behind it. Another vox.
Alex nodded at the vox and placed a hand on its nose before glancing back at the others. “Get on!” He grabbed my hand, pulled me forward and helped me up, jumping on after me.
Vera and Ehren leapt on the other, and Alex slipped his arms around my waist, holding me tight.
“I’m not letting you out of my sight,” he said in my ear, and the vox started flapping their wings, rising in the air.
With a terrible crash the mountain rumbled and the entire hillside—ruins and all—started sliding down the mountain. Down and down they went, tumbling into oblivion.
The vox beat their wings against the wind and snow, each gust more powerful than the one before it. Vera and Ehren were nothing more than a dark splotch on our right. Even though I could see nothing, even though I had no sense of direction, the vox flew forward with purpose.
Alex’s grip was firm as he focused ahead, and the snow and ice cleared until finally, we could see.
Valdon.
The sky overhead was dark, but it wasn’t snowing, here. Not yet. I glanced back. All I could see of the mountain was a wall of white, an endless veil of clouds where the sky had touched the snow-covered ground, and there was no telling where one ended and the other began.
“What happened to Danton?” I asked over my shoulder.
Alex’s fury burned hot. “I don’t know,” he said. “Right after Kenley left, Danton vanished.”
“Danton said the shield was being stolen.”
Vera and Ehren moved beside us. “To the wall?” Vera shouted.
“Yes,” Alex replied. “Let the king know what happened, and tell Alaric that Daria and I are at the castle checking on the shield. I can’t return with the three of you, anyway.”
I’d forgotten. Alex had never entered the games. He had merely shown up to protect me.
Ehren nodded, understanding, and the two of them veered away back to the wall, while Alex and I stayed course for the castle.
I could already see torchlight behind some of the windows. The vox circled before touching down in the courtyard with the grace of a swan.
No one was there to greet us.
Alex jumped from the vox; I jumped down after him. The vox whinnied and stomped its feet.
“Thank you,” I whispered, running my palms along its nose. “You saved our lives. Again.”
It whinnied and snorted and leapt into the air.
“Daria, we need to hurry,” Alex said beside me.
The castle was quiet—eerily quiet compared to how it’d been the past few weeks. Everyone was gathered just down the hill, waiting for someone to reappear with the stone.
Perfect for anyone that wanted to steal the shield.
Alex and I drew our weapons and started running. We pushed through doors and wound down halls while our boots scraped along the stone floor.
“Where are all the guards?” I panted.
“No idea,” Alex said. His anxiety was as strong as my own.
We had rounded a corner and pressed through the doors to the assembly hall when shadows peeled from the wall.
“Alex!” I yelled.
“Stay at my back,” he replied, holding his sword ready.
They materialized from the corners, the dark patches where the ceiling met the wall, black swords in hand. Alex and I waited, our backs to each other. The guards moved around us until we were surrounded by a black circle, and then they pressed in.
I parried with one dagger while striking with my other. One ducked low and I kicked, sending him reeling back and knocking a few others off balance. A bolt of light shot from the hands of one, and I leaned back. The bolt slid past my face as though it were happening in slow motion.
“Down!” Alex yelled, and I dropped.
Light sparked from either direction, the bolts colliding into each other like electric currents, exploding in static and sparks right above us.
I swung my leg, kicking the feet out from one and meeting his face with my elbow as he fell. Alex leapt to his feet, helping me to mine, and we went at it again.
And the shadowguard suddenly disappeared.
Alex and I were heaving.
“Where did they go?” I gasped.
Alex wiped the sweat from his brow. “The shield,” he said.
We sprinted. The closer we got to the hall holding the shield, the more I felt this overwhelming sense of dread. I was so focused on the feeling, deep in my gut, that I didn’t notice the shadowguard ram into Alex—not until I’d already run through the doors.
I skidded to a stop and spun around, and the doors slammed shut between us. I grabbed the handles and jerked and tugged, but the door wouldn’t budge.
“Alex!” I screamed, pouring all my strength into pulling the door open, but still…nothing. I couldn’t hear anything on the other side, either. I focused, trying to reach into myself and draw magic, but once I got near, it felt like I was trying to rip apart my organs. With a cry, I sagged against the door.
I felt a presence behind me and slowly turned around. The shield, the one that had been on display at the front of the room, was gone. The bowls before it were glowing with flames as before—Pendel’s burned the brightest—all except for Alioth’s. Steerforth’s name had dulled and the flame was gone.
Just like he was gone.
The presence in the room moved. It was hiding in here, somewhere in the shadows, and it was a presence that seemed familiar to me, somehow. Very familiar. But there was a force keeping me at bay, keeping me from getting too close.
Where was it coming from?
I noticed the tapestry, the one they’d been weaving for the festival. It hung from an iron rod, complete, and the picture that they’d woven made me pause. It was a single tower, like a rook, the piece Thad had given me that I’d given to Fleck.
And then Fleck appeared from behind the tapestry.
His eyes were wide with fear and his legs wobbled as he stood.
“Fleck!” I screamed, and ran toward him.
I realized that someone was holding on to his cloak, and that someone stepped from behind the tapestry.
It was Thad.
My heart dropped in my stomach. There was no life in his eyes—no amusement or humor. They were…cold. “Thad?” I gasped. “What’s wrong?”
Fleck wriggled but Thad would not let go. Why wasn’t he letting go?
“I need you to come with me.” Thad’s tone was flat.
This had to be some kind of joke. “Now’s not the time, Thad,” I said, but my voice shook. “The shield is—”
“This isn’t a joke, Daria.”
He didn’t call me Rook.
He didn’t smile or wink or chew on that blasted piece of grass.
He stood there staring at me as though I were nothing more than an inconvenience.
My lips parted. “What is wrong with you?”
A tortured expression crossed his face, but it was gone as fast as it had come. He swallowed, clenched his jaw, and the seriousness returned. “I need you to come with me,” he repeated, lower this time.
“What is wrong with you?” I screamed at him.
“Lady!” Fleck cried. “Don’t go with him! He needs you to use—” His words were cut off as he let out a soft cry.
Why was Fleck crying?
“Let go of him!” I yelled at Thad.
Thad pulled a knife from his cloak and pressed it against Fleck’s neck. Fleck winced and shut his eyes tight. Thad…my Thad.
How could he do this? It felt like someone had stabbed a knife through my chest. “All this time,” my voice trembled, “you…you were…” My throat shut down and I couldn’t speak.
Thad’s eyes narrowed. “Come with me now,” he said in a harsh whisper, “or he dies.”
My world stopped, and everything in it suddenly felt cold and empty. “You wouldn’t.”
He held Fleck tighter, pressing the dagger deeper against his neck. “You think I give a Nord’s hide about the little runt?” Thad’s lips twisted bitterly. “You think I cared about…you?”
The knife in my chest twisted, and my entire body felt like it was bleeding. “You don’t mean that.” I could barely speak.
His eyes flashed with something I could not read. “Honestly, what kind of a friend would tell you to enter the games?” His eyes narrowed. “The games would kill someone like you—someone without any magic or power. It’s a wonder you made it as far as you did, because you certainly weren’t supposed to.”
Every word felt like a physical blow, hitting harder, landing deeper, bruising and breaking everything they touched.
“But then again, I certainly hadn’t realized who the dark rider really was.” He smirked. “I won’t ask you again,” he said through his teeth, jerking Fleck’s head back by his hair as he held the dagger to his little neck.
My entire body felt numb and my feet began to feel like they were sinking into the floor. In a daze, I walked forward, step by shaky step, while Thad waited.
I searched his hazel eyes, holding on to them with each step, trying to find a glimmer of hope. Trying to find a piece of him that hadn’t lied, a piece of him that had cared. A piece of him that had been my friend.
But I found nothing.
I stopped before him, clenching my teeth to keep my tumultuous emotions at bay. “Let him go.” My voice shook.
“Your daggers,” he said.
I loosened my grip; the daggers slipped from my fingers and fell to the ground, echoing in the room with an empty clatter.
Thad shoved Fleck forward. Fleck scrambled on the ground, crying. “Lady, don’t! You can’t help him use the shield!”
Fleck had started crawling back to me when Thad spat, “Get back, or I hurt the lady.”
Fleck choked on his tears, but didn’t come forward another inch.
Thad grabbed my arm tight and held his blade to my neck. I couldn’t feel it, though. I knew the metal was cold and I knew Thad was holding my arm tighter than necessary, but I was numb.
He started pulling me to the far edge of the room, opposite the door.
“Why?” I barely whispered.
“Why?” Thad sounded annoyed. “You know as well as I do that Darius is nothing but a tyrant. He’s sat on his throne longer than he ever deserved.”
“Who’s next?” My voice was weary. “You?”
For a split second, something flashed across his face. Something tortured and horrified, but then he smirked and it was gone. “Not me.”
“Commodus, then?”
“Commodus is an excellent choice,” replied a deep, commanding voice that seemed to come from everywhere, “but, alas, the throne will fall to me, now.”
A man stepped from the shadows, and my blood turned cold. It was the man from the fields—the man from the mirror and my dreams. Eris, my dad’s brother and my uncle. He stood like a wraith wrapped in black, and his skin was so white it looked blue. His long, bony hands clasped before him, and he regarded us for a long moment with his nightmarish face. “Thaddeus,” he said, “Well done.” 
Thad nodded beside me.
Eris turned to Fleck, who was crying as he looked helplessly at me. “We could still use the boy,” Eris said.
“No!” I screamed. “Stay away from him!” I jerked forward, but Thad’s knife dug deep against my neck. So deep my skin pinched and started burning.
Eris observed me without expression, and then like a breeze, something cold reached inside of me, in my mind, sifting through my thoughts and memories. I winced against its chill, as though someone covered my soul with ice, and then it was gone.
“Where’s her magic?” Eris asked Thad.
“The king blocked it,” Thad replied.
He knew? All this time…Thad had known? My throat clamped shut.
Eris studied me, ruminating. “There is no block on her, now, but there is…something else. I think, perhaps, she—”
“What do you want from me?” I yelled.
He stood silent for a long and terrible second. “Daria,” he said at last, his tone sharp. “I don’t believe we have officially met.”
“I know who you are,” I hissed.
“Do you?” Eris moved steadily toward me, and I hated the very sight of him. “You are so like her,” he said, stopping before me, tilting his head. “Aurora. I can still see her face—” his fingers were like ice on my jaw “—the day she died.”
My heart stopped, and then my anger burned inside. “You were there?”
A shadow passed over his face. “Pity. Alaric must not have spoken much of me to you.”
“Maybe he would’ve if there had been something worth speaking about,” I spat.
Even though Eris didn’t appear to have eyes, I could feel them burning, and when he spoke again, his voice made me feel small and vulnerable. “What I’m about to do,” he said, “will be spoken about for centuries.”
An explosion reverberated throughout the room and the doors blew away. Alex and Dad burst into the room. My father’s horror was smothering.
“Ah, and there he is now.” Eris stood tall, moving forward. Even the air seemed to part for him.
Alex’s gaze settled on me, then Thad, and a myriad of emotions crossed his face before it settled in anguish. Fleck rushed to Alex’s side. Alex whispered something to Fleck, and Fleck ran out of the room.
At least Fleck was safe.
“My niece and I were just talking about you, Alaric.”
“Eris, leave her out of this—” Dad started forward, but with a flick of Eris’s wrist, Dad was thrown back against the wall, hard, as if he were no more than a ragdoll. Alex ran forward, but he rammed into an invisible barrier before he, too, was thrown back against the wall.
And Eris hadn’t even broken a sweat.
Dad staggered to his feet, eyes red with fury. Never in my life had I seen him so angry or afraid. “Let her go, Eris; she’s of no use to you. Wasn’t Aurora’s death enough?”
My mom. Eris had killed…my mom?
“Aurora’s death was an unfortunate circumstance of your unwillingness to cooperate,” he replied placidly. “I should hate for your daughter to meet the same fate.”
A bolt of light shot from Alex. At first I thought Alex had missed, until debris and glossy black ceiling tiles fell all around. A chunk of ceiling fell directly above Thad and me, and Thad released his grip to shatter it to pieces before it hit.
It was all I needed.
I reared my head back in his face and rammed my skull into his nose. He staggered back in pain as I scooped up my daggers and ran, but a bolt of energy jolted through my body, knocking me to the ground. It was Eris.
My father’s fury exploded and he attacked Eris. Light streaked overhead, rebounding against the walls, seeming as though they came from every direction.
“It doesn’t have to be like this, Alaric,” Eris growled, ducking from a beam of light my father shot.
“You made it so.” Dad hit the ground with his fist and the room shook violently. Cracks spread from his fist, running up the walls, arching through the domed ceiling. Chunks of ceiling and tile tumbled to the floor; I scrambled away from Thad, pausing to cover my head from fallen tiles and debris.
Eris laughed, a terrible, demoniac sound. “Gaia has not been kind to you, dear brother. You are weak.” His dark pits narrowed as he stood poised like a predator. “You know you can never match the strength of Mortis.”
“Do you really believe it is that simple?” Dad yelled, but I could feel the strain on his energy. He’d spent much of his strength using magic fighting Eris. “Do you really believe the dark will not make you pay? You are nothing but a servant, and once you’ve filled your purpose, you will be treated as such.”
Eris flung a bolt of light. Dad leapt to the side and it crashed into the wall behind him. A piece of wall hit Dad in the side, knocking him down with a soft cry.
Dad.
I staggered toward him.
Thad came at me and I kicked him back hard. He tripped over a piece of ceiling on the floor and fell.
“Get her!” Eris yelled at Thad while deflecting Dad’s bolt, and Thad came after me again.
I leapt to my feet, waiting with my daggers in hand, and Thad extended his palms. A wall of light shot from his fingers, arching toward me, reaching for me like a transparent net.
Energy pulsed through me from behind, shattering the wall of light, and Alex punched Thad so hard, Thad fell to the ground.
Thad scrambled to his feet, nose bloodied. “Del Can’t to the rescue again,” he sneered.
Tile exploded overhead, and we ducked.
Alex yanked Thad up by his shirt collar and held him there. “I trusted you!” Alex yelled through clenched teeth.
Thad smirked as blood dripped down his chin. “Guess you know better now, eh, Del Can’t?”
Alex punched Thad hard in the gut. Thad bent forward, gasping for air, and Alex had started back to me when I glanced over my shoulder.
I saw it happen as though I were removed from it, somehow. Seeing it from another time and place as though I’d seen it before and was watching it again: the way Eris’s cruel face twisted in rage, the way his arms reached toward my father, and when the blue lines of light arched from his hands, I was waiting for them. I was waiting for them to streak through the air like blue fingers of electricity, and I opened my mouth to scream but no sound came.
Not even when the bolts rammed into my father’s chest.
I heard his heart beating when they hit. I felt his blood pulsing as though it were my own, and when the light hit his heart, I felt it stop.
My father’s eyes went wide as his legs gave out beneath him, and he slumped to the ground without another word. 
Eris turned to me next. He extended his hands, and a light suddenly exploded between us.
It was Tran.
Eris’s fury blazed hot. “Thaddeus!” he yelled, as a white-blue slit suddenly appeared behind him.
Thad staggered as he ran, and the pair of them slipped through the light and disappeared.
The light was gone.
Chatter sounded as the Del Contes, Master Durus, and a few others burst inside the room, and I sprinted to my father.
“Dad!” I dropped to my knees. “Dad, get up!” I cried, pressing my ear to his chest, even though I knew what I would hear.
Silence.
I pushed on his chest, over and over, shoving my palms against his heart. “No, Dad. You can’t leave me!”
Nothing.
No.
No!
“Somebody help him!” I cried.
He had to be alive.
He was just standing here a second ago.
Someone grabbed my arms and started pulling me away, but I ripped free. “He needs help!”
Silence.
Stefan ran into the room and shoved his way through the paralyzed crowd. When he saw me, he paled.
“Stefan, do something!” I screamed.
Stefan didn’t move.
Alex reached for me, but I shoved him back, choking on my tears. “Why are you all just standing there?” I shoved my palms against my dad’s chest, much harder this time.
“Daria,” Alex whispered in my ear, pulling me back.
I fought against him—kicked him and punched at him—but he wouldn’t let go of me. “Let go!” I shoved him back.
“Daria.”
“He needs help!”
“Daria.” He wrapped his arms around my waist, and whispered, “He’s gone.”
Gone.
My breathing came quick and shallow as the world around me spun.
Gone…what did it mean?
“What is going…?” The king pushed through the small crowd and froze.
His eyes moved to Alex and me, then they rested on his son, lying on the floor. He ran forward and stood there, looking as though he were lost—as though he’d lost his sight and rationale—and then he collapsed to the ground in a heap, sobbing.
 
 



Chapter 25
An Unexpected Farewell
 
 
My entire world was grey. Everything looked dismal and dulled, and I knew it was cold—even the glass of my window couldn’t keep winter away—but I couldn’t feel it. I couldn’t feel anything.
All I could see was my father. The smiles and laughter, all of his tender embraces. The safety of knowing that he was there and would do anything in the world to protect me. The one person in this world I had counted on with my life; the one person in this world that would have never, ever left me.
And he was gone.
Just like that.
Taken from me and I wasn’t ready. Taken from me and it was my fault.
If I had never entered the games to begin with, none of this would have happened. I would have stayed locked up in the castle, but my dad would have been right here with me—alive. I wouldn’t have gone into the room. I wouldn’t have seen Eris or Thad, and my dad wouldn’t have tried to come in and save me.
Loneliness twisted like a maelstrom inside of me. It was a loneliness I’d never felt before, like my life had been ripped from my hands and I was left a stranger on a vast planet, without a home, disconnected from its people and its ways. It was a loneliness that was smothering.
I felt as though I were being squeezed all over, and I was afraid to move because the slightest twitch, the slightest motion, would shatter me into a thousand pieces and I’d never be able to pull myself together again.
My door creaked open, but I didn’t turn around.
Boots scraped along my stone floor and stopped somewhere behind me.
“D, I…” Stefan’s voice rattled. “I don’t know what to do,” he whispered. His voice was so weak and fragile. So desperate. If his sorrow was to be my punishment, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.
A little voice inside of me told me to comfort him. That he needed it, and I needed it, but how could I? What would I say? That it would be okay? It wasn’t going to be okay.
It would never be okay.
“Please, D…” Stefan’s voice strained. “I don’t know what to do. He wasn’t…it wasn’t supposed to be like this.” He stepped closer to me. “He wasn’t supposed to…go.” The last word fell in a whisper.
Tears welled in my eyes as I stared at the window. I wanted to say something but I couldn’t. Not without losing myself.
I felt the edges of another presence enter my room, heard a few soft murmurs, and a few more seconds passed before a pair of strong arms slipped around my waist.
Alex pulled me against him and rested his chin on my shoulder. He said nothing, just stood there, holding me tightly in his arms and letting me feel his warmth and his love.
“You don’t need to endure this alone,” he said gently, squeezing my waist and turning me around in his arms. His eyes were warm and tender, his features soft and loving.
“But I…if I hadn’t…”
“No,” he said, squeezing my waist tighter. “Daria, it isn’t your fault. Don’t you ever believe that.” His eyes didn’t let go of mine as he reached out and brushed the hair from my face.
A tear spilled down my cheek, and he pulled me forward, pressing my head into his chest. He rested his palm on the side of my face and kissed my hair. “I love you,” he whispered.
I held him tightly and shuddered—shuddered from the pain and the sorrow, the agony and misery, and while I stood there, secure in his embrace, I finally felt safe to feel.
And I shattered into a thousand pieces.
I don’t know how long I stood there, sobbing in his arms. I don’t know how long he held me without loosening his hold, or how many times he kissed and stroked my hair, but he did without ceasing and he never said a word. He didn’t need to.
His love was my comfort, and I held on to it with everything I had. It was the solo spark that shone in my bleak world, growing brighter and stronger until I had the strength to pull myself together again.
And when I did, once I cried my last tear and gazed up into his face, he was waiting for me with eyes full of tenderness and love. He wiped a tear from my cheek and slowly pressed warm lips to my forehead. “They’ll be starting soon,” he said.
The funeral.
He had been standing with me for hours. “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice raw.
Alex rested his forehead on mine. “I hope you’re not apologizing for my being here with you.”
His tone made me grin as I wiped my eyes.
“Daria.” His voice turned low and serious. “I would stand here with you forever if you needed it. Thank you for letting me stay.” He searched my eyes.
I leaned into him and squeezed him tightly, and he squeezed me back. I never wanted to let go.
“When did Stefan leave?” I asked.
“A while ago,” Alex said.
“Do you know where he went?”
Alex pulled back, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “With Fleck and my parents. He couldn’t bear to see you like this.”
I glanced down, but Alex lightly touched my chin and lifted it, gazing into my eyes.
“You don’t realize how much Stefan looks up to you. He’s not as strong as you are, Daria, and he needs you…now, more than ever.”
Strong. That was an adjective that should never be applied to me.
Alex stared into my eyes, holding me tight. Always holding me tight. “Ready?” The one word was slow and quiet and filled with all the patience in the world.
I nodded.
He slipped his arms from my waist and threaded his fingers through mine. He led me from my room, never letting go of my hand, and guided me through the corridors. The castle was quiet and dark, like it, too, was mourning its lost prince. It was silent and somber, shadowed as though the sun would never show its face again.
Alex squeezed my hand as we stepped out into the cold.
The wind blew hard all around and the spindly trees swayed against the force that ripped through them, moaning and creaking like they were in pain.
We eventually made it down the hill and to the beach, where a large crowd had gathered. So many people. A cloud of misery and sorrow lingered in the air, making the air sour and uncomfortable to breathe in. Alex watched me as we walked, but I didn’t look at him. If I did, I’d never make it through.
I saw Stefan first. He stood off to the side, staring out at the ocean as the wind blew his golden hair.
Alex squeezed my hand and let go, nodding toward Stefan encouragingly.
With a sigh, I walked toward him, my feet crunching softly on the damp sand. I stopped beside him and followed his gaze. He was staring at our father.
Dad lay on a bed of dried grasses, but somehow it didn’t look like Dad at all. It was just his body, a still, empty shell. The man that had been my father was not there anymore.
I had turned back to Stefan and opened my mouth to say something when Stefan spoke.
“He was going to show me your home on Earth,” he whispered. “After this. He said I’d like it there.”
“You would,” was all I could say.
He opened his mouth to speak again, but then he closed his lips and clenched his jaw, and a tear welled in the corner of his eye. I reached out, and the moment my hands touched him, he crumbled.
He shook in my arms, struggling to breathe—struggling to stand. My throat clamped down, but I didn’t cry. I didn’t have any tears left.
The ceremony came and Master Durus spoke. The king stood off to the side, eyes wide with disbelief and horror as he stared at the body of my father, his son. He heard nothing and said nothing, paralyzed in sorrow and torment.
Many people stood to speak about my father, but I couldn’t focus on their words. I kept seeing images of my dad when I was a little girl. Wrestling with me, playing with me, burning pasta sauce on the kitchen stove.
I could still hear his laughter—boisterous and heartwarming. It was a sound I would never hear again, yet could never forget. It was a sound I would cherish for the rest of my life.
My chest squeezed and Alex wrapped an arm around me, pulling me into him.
Once everything had been said, the guild moved around my father and pushed his bed into the water. The waves carried him away, farther and farther, out to sea.
A row of archers stood, stringing their bows with fire-tipped arrows. With a single shout they released them, and fire arched through the sky, toward my father, landing in his bed and igniting it in flames.
The fire might as well have consumed my heart.
Alex kept his hand laced through mine, never leaving my side. Not even when people approached me to pay their respects to my father. Alex stayed there beside me like an anchor, quiet and constant and strong.
“It is a great loss,” Ehren said, bowing his head. “If there’s any way I can help, please,” his voice was sincere and laden with respect, “I would consider it an honor.”
“Thank you,” I said softly. “For everything.”
He held my gaze a long moment, then nodded and joined the other Arborennians who were walking back to the castle.
A woman stopped before us with long white hair and exotic dark eyes; she was wrapped in a sort of silver cloth that made her look like a winter queen. It was the same woman I’d seen in the courtyard before, only then she’d been exchanging words with Vera.
“Mercedes Bellona of Gesh,” she said in an accent very similar to Vera’s, and she extended a slender hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met—” she tilted her head “—officially.”
I took her hand; her grip was like iron, and I suddenly had the feeling that I should never cross her.
“Daria,” I said.
She let go, studying me with those exotic, yet fierce eyes that were so much like Vera’s. And then she glanced at Alex.
“Alexander.” She said his name with the same enunciation Vera had.
Alex nodded, respectfully. “My lady.”
Right, she was the ruler of Gesh.
Mercedes studied him a moment with a blank expression on her beautiful face, and then turned her eyes to me. “I am sorry for the loss of your father.” She didn’t sound very sorry, but I thought it was probably about as “sorry” as she was capable of sounding. “He was a remarkable man, your father, and Gaia will feel the tragedy of his loss for many years, I’m afraid.”
Alex squeezed my hand gently.
“It is never easy, losing one’s parents,” she said almost as an afterthought, and glanced to the side.
I followed her gaze to where Vera was crossing the beach.
Vera gazed between us, her features fixed and stern. Her dark eyes settled on me with something like respect and, for a moment, I felt her sorrow. It was a sorrow that stemmed from a lifetime of painful memories, and then she turned away and walked on.
“It’s unfortunate,” Mercedes continued, “that we finally meet under such circumstances, but life doesn’t have a reputation for being fair.” She nodded at Alex and me and walked after Vera.
I sighed and Alex pulled me close.
Well, I supposed that explained a little about Vera.
Most of the crowd had gone, and all that remained were Alex and me, Stefan, and the Del Contes, Fleck—who stayed by Master Antoni’s side, but kept looking over at me with his big eyes—and a few others I did not know who lingered.
Cicero slowly stepped toward us with his wife right behind him. Once he reached us, he wrapped his arms around us, and his entire body started shaking. Alex’s next breath shuddered against me. Sonya slipped her arms around us, holding us tight, as her sadness flooded through my body.
I wasn’t sure which was more difficult. Feeling my own sorrow or seeing it weep from the people I loved.
The wind blew fiercely all around us, full of sadness and pain, swirling like a spirit, and then it was gone.
 
 



Chapter 26
Hope
 
 
The next few days passed in a haze.
The king had locked himself away in his study after the ceremony. The only person permitted to visit him was, well, Gaius—the healer that was really Tran Chiton.
I’d wondered if the king had realized Gaius’s true identity, but then he was probably too distraught to notice or care.
Steerforth’s death at the hands of the shadowguard had hit the people hard, particularly those of Alioth. As irrationally pompous as he may have been, he’d had a good spirit and a strong heart. “He shouldn’t have died like that,” the people said. “So tragic,” they would add.
And I wanted to ask them to find me a death that wasn’t tragic to someone.
Lord Commodus and Danton hadn’t been seen since, nor had anyone seen Kenley Sterling. Lord Vega Sterling, however, had gone mad, thinking his son lost to the mountain.
There were a few of us who knew better.
The dark cloud continued looming over the castle as the people returned to their respective territories. A few of the lords, Aegises, and leaders of the guard had stayed to discuss what was to be done. After all, the shield and stone had been stolen, and power now lay in the hands of Eris. Eris: the head of the shadowguard, the king’s son and my uncle, and the very man who had killed my father. No telling what he would do next.
But without a functional king, making a decision had proven somewhat of a challenge.
There was a small light through all of it, even though it was a very, very dim light. I was alive and so was Alex, and as long as the king remained prostrate—which, at present, seemed indefinite—Fleck wasn’t going anywhere.
“Have you seen Stefan?’ I asked as I walked down the rows of stables.
Alex was waiting for me beside Calyx, and when he heard me he turned around. His cloak cascaded to the ground from his broad shoulders, and I could just see the hilt of his sword gleaming beneath the fabric. His rich green eyes latched on me, and a grin twitched at his lips.
My heart sputtered.
“He’s talking to Sir Armand with my parents,” he said.
I stopped at Calyx’s stable, right before Alex. He held my gaze a moment and then turned away to Parsec. “I thought we could go for a ride beyond the walls,” he said, leading Parsec from the stable.
Riding. It was just what I needed. “But, Alex,” I said, and when he glanced at me over his shoulder, I almost lost my train of thought. “I, uh, can’t leave the castle.” 
“Today you can. I had words with the guards.”
“That’s never done any good.” I arched a brow.
“With the king in the state he is, it was simple.”
I looked at him doubtfully.
He leaned closer. “Are you going to trust me or not?”
Heat licked up my neck. “Fine,” I said. “But so help me, if I get in trouble for this, I’ll…”
He leaned so close; his breath warmed my lips. “You’ll what?” he whispered.
My heart thudded in my ears, and I swallowed.
Amusement flickered in his eyes as he backed away and leapt on Parsec as though he’d done it a thousand times. He eyed me with a grin. “So, are you coming?”
I grinned back, leapt on Calyx, and the two of us trotted out of the stables and down the hill to the marketplace. When we reached the main portcullis, the guards merely nodded and let us through.
How?
We trotted easily to the other side, and I glanced back at Alex. “What ‘words’ did you have with the guards?”
Alex looked amused as he stared ahead. “Would you like to know where we’re going?”
So he wasn’t going to tell me.
I arched a brow. “You’ve already got a destination in mind?”
“Of course.” He glanced back at me.
“Are you going to tell me this destination?”
He grinned and looked straight ahead. “No.” And then he kicked Parsec and took off.
“Hey!” I yelled, running Calyx after them.
Alex’s cloak billowed in a cloud behind him as Parsec kicked up clumps of snow and mud in our path. The cold burned my lungs and combed through my air as we ran, and I felt…alive. Alive with hope. Hope that, perhaps, I might be able to feel happiness again.
The pines blurred as we sprinted down the snow-covered path. It was mostly empty, save a few travelers leaving the castle. Alex veered down a narrow road and I followed after him, reveling in the cold and wind and speed.
I had missed riding.
I tried to keep up with Alex, but right as I pressed Calyx, Alex would press Parsec faster. He never looked back, though his satisfaction and joy seeped into every breath I took.
He rounded a sharp corner and slowed to a trot. There it was, hidden in the trees as if it were a part of the forest. The Aegis Quarters. I hadn’t laid eyes upon it since the day, long ago, when I’d first come to this world.
The day I’d first met Thad.
My heart squeezed and my eyes stung. With everything that had happened with my dad, Thad’s betrayal had slipped through the cracks.
My friend.
The one person in the world, aside from my father, who had never judged me or treated me differently because of what I was.
Without thinking, I ran my fingers over the obsidian rook embedded in my scabbard.
How could you do that to me? I cried in silence as the wind blew hard around me.
I felt Alex’s eyes on me. “He’s not really here, is he?” I whispered, not turning to look at him.
Alex hesitated. “No.”
I nodded.
Alex moved Parsec beside me, and when I glanced at him, his expression was guarded. “I’m sorry. I forgot the last time you were here, Thad was here.” He searched my eyes. “We can go back…”
“No.” I shook my head. “I’ll be fine.”
Alex studied me a moment. “You’re sure?”
I forced a smile. “Yes.”
He waited, and then slid from Parsec and moved to my side to help me down.
I swung my legs around. “Alex, I don’t need any—” he gripped my waist and pulled me from Calyx, holding me so close “—help.” My last word dropped in a whisper as my heart skipped.
He released my waist and stepped back, his features withdrawn, and he walked toward the door.
I took a deep breath and followed him inside. The home was cold and dark, but just as tidy and cozy as I’d remembered it. Alex’s home. And it felt like my home.
Something large and furry bolted toward me and began licking my fingers. Egan stood on his hind legs, clawing at the air—at me—and my eyes burned. I scratched him between the ears and he shoved his wet nose in my palm. “Hey, boy,” I said.
Alex stood behind me, watching us. His eyes flickered to mine, and they looked sad. “I’ll be right back. I need to get some wood.”
I stood and wiped my drool-covered hand on my cloak. “I’ll come with you.”
I followed him out back where a pile of logs had been stacked neatly beneath a wooden cover, protected from the thick blanket of snow. Without a word, we each grabbed as many as we could and took them into the house. Alex arranged a few in the hearth, and with a wave of his hand, they burst into flames.
The warmth already started chasing out winter. I sat down on the floor, warming my hands, and he sat beside me, leaning back on his arms, one leg bent while the other lay outstretched.
“Alex?” I whispered.
He glanced at me sideways.
“Thank you for bringing me here,” I said.
He nodded once. “Can I get you anything?”
“No, thanks. It’s nice just sitting here…with you.”
He grabbed my hand in his and held it, still focused on the fire that crackled in its hearth. I gleaned strength from his touch—his warmth—like I always had, and just being here with him put my soul at ease. Even as I thought of Dad.
It was difficult for me, believing Dad was gone. My entire life he’d left me for work—sometimes weeks at a time—and since I’d been at the castle, it had pretty much stayed the same. The only difference had been that I’d been surrounded by a castle and people instead of fields and horses.
But he wasn’t coming back. Not this time.
A tear welled in my eye and I hurried to wipe it on my cloak, but Alex noticed. He always noticed.
“Thaddeus?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Dad.”
He was quiet.
“When are you going back to Alioth?” I whispered, staring absently at the flames. I couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving, and we hadn’t talked about us since inside the shroud near Hell’s Peak.
“I’m not,” he said.
My heart swelled. “You’re not?” I looked at him.
He watched the flames, lost in thought. At last, he sat upright and continued, “I spoke with Lord Tosca and he agreed that, in light of everything going on, it would be better if I stayed here and kept an eye on…things.”
I wanted to throw my arms around him, but I didn’t. I wasn’t sure what held me back, either. As a friend, I shouldn’t have hesitated, but he wasn’t just my friend. We’d crossed that fragile line, so where did that leave us now? 
He faced me, then, searching my eyes. “Daria,” he whispered, “I’m staying to be with you.”
His words sank deep inside of me.
He really was going to stay this time.
“You’re sure you can?” I replied, not wanting to believe him. Not wanting to hope for him.
“It was too dangerous before,” he said. “But what threatens this world is more dangerous than customs and traditions. Now that your father is gone—” he paused and glanced away briefly “—I trust no one else with your life.”
He was staying.
He turned back to me, leaning close but hesitant. “I have something for you.”
I arched a brow. “The last time you gave me something, you said I’d never see you again.”
“Consider it a late birthday present.” He smiled and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear, his fingertips lingering on my ear. “Otherwise, I’m not leaving your side unless you order me to.”
The way he was looking at me made me forget to breathe, and I could feel my blood pulsing throughout my entire body.
“It’s in my room,” he whispered. “I’ll be right back. Unless—” he held my eyes “—you want to come with me?”
There was something in his voice that made me realize something: We were alone. Completely and utterly alone. No king or lords or guards or parents. It was just him and me, and… 
Egan dropped something in my lap: his bone. He crouched low on the floor and started wagging his tail.
Alex grinned and stood. “I’ll be back.”
“No.” I all but jumped after him. “I’m coming with you.”
Egan scratched my boot.
“I’m sorry, Egan,” Alex said, “but I’m going to have to borrow your friend for…a while.” Alex glanced back at me and my heart pounded.
He laced his fingers through mine and led me up the stairs. The idea of being with him in his room, alone, was both thrilling and terrifying.
When we were younger, being alone with him had never been a problem, because I hadn’t realized how I’d felt about him. But now I knew better. Now I knew I could never be satisfied just being his friend, but I didn’t know how to be anything more.
I’d never been down that road before. And I still wasn’t sure if I was supposed to go down that road, particularly in his bedroom.
We reached the door to his bedroom, and he pushed it open.
It was just as before, neat and uncluttered, comfortable and…so wonderfully him. He led me toward his bed, and the tiny candle beside it burst into flame. He let go of my hand, and then he opened the drawer to his nightstand.
He grabbed my hand gently in his, turned it over, and set a small, black box inside of it.
My heart pounded as I slipped the silver ribbon free and lifted the lid.
It was a stone, a beautiful, multi-faceted, deep red stone. It resembled a ruby, but only slightly. This shade of red was richer, somehow, and deep as though built upon layer after layer of crimson. And when the light touched its surface, it was as though the stone absorbed the radiance and illuminated from within.
I lifted it from the box by its long, delicate, silver chain. The stone slid down the chain—its center was hollow—until dangling at the bottom.
“It’s beautiful.” I gasped, touching the surface with my finger. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“It’s from the Arborenne,” he replied. His arm brushed against mine. “I…already spoke to Stefan.”
I glanced at him, curious, but he continued gazing at the stone. “It’s a vitality stone,” he said, as if to answer my unasked question. “A stone of promise.”
But what did that have to do with him talking to…?
Oh.
Oh.
I suddenly understood what the stone represented, and my heart resumed pounding.
He looked back into my eyes, and my stomach filled with a thousand butterflies. “I meant what I said,” he said, not breaking eye contact.
I could feel the space between us like it was a living, viable force.
He took my hands in his and pulled me close, his eyes swallowing me whole.
“I love you, Daria,” he said. “I have loved you from the moment you walked into my life. You are my family, and I will fight for you every day of my life until I take my last breath.” He leaned close; his breath warmed my lips. “My heart has, and always will, belong to you. That is my promise, if you’ll accept it.”
He loved me. He loved me in the way that I loved him, so much, in fact, that he’d told my brother, and was standing here swearing that love to me until the end.
I felt like I could breathe again.
“You really aren’t leaving,” I whispered.
His eyes gleamed as he rested his forehead on mine. “Not unless you force me to.”
“That will never happen.” I grinned.
Alex arched a brow, amused. “It might.”
“What did Stefan say…when you told him?” I asked.
Alex’s lips pulled into a smile.
“What?” I asked, one hand on my hip.
His smile widened as he played with a piece of my hair. “He just wanted to make sure that I knew what I was getting myself into.” I was about to ask him to explain himself when he continued, “And I said I’ve always known. It’s as though you were made for me.”
His eyes were so warm and full of emotion, I lost my words.
“Here,” he whispered, taking the chain in my hands. “Let me help you put it on.”
The little stone dangled, catching the light and splattering it in a thousand directions. I grabbed my hair in a bunch and held it aside, while he reached around my neck and fastened the clasp. He trailed his finger along the chain, down the side of my neck, over my collarbone, until he touched the stone.
“Perfect,” he whispered.
The little stone pulsed with energy, as though it were absorbing Alex’s promise.
He pulled his hand away and my skin felt cold.
I dropped my hair and touched the little stone. His promise. “I don’t deserve you, Alexander Del Conte,” I said.
“It’s strange hearing you say my full name.” A grin twitched at his lips.
I couldn’t help myself. I reached out and ran my finger along his bottom lip. “A good strange, or a bad strange?”
“It depends,” he said, gently kissing my fingertips.
“On?” I asked, leaning closer.
There was too much space between us. There was always too much space between us.
His eyes were piercing as he gazed into mine. “What you do next.”
My doubt and anxiety vanished and I knew what to do. I knew what I wanted—what I’d always wanted. And I leaned forward and kissed him.
His smile melted away and he kissed me back, slowly and tenderly as though he cherished each and every one.
If I could have frozen my life at one moment, I would have chosen this—the smell of winter and earth on his skin, the feel of his thick hair through my fingers, the warmth of his hands holding my face, the suppleness of his lips as they moved on mine. I could never have enough of this moment.
I could never have enough of him.
His lips pressed harder as he slipped his hands from my face, down my sides, holding my waist and pulling me closer. I pressed myself into him as I kissed him back boldly, his heart pounding against mine, and I felt the mattress shift heavily beneath us as Alex lowered me down to his bed.
There was no one to interrupt us now.
He slid me beneath him, and his kisses became softer and gentler, taking his time as our hands moved and touched and discovered. Somewhere in my mind I remembered fighting him. All the years we’d wrestled and tackled and rolled on the ground, so close to each other but never like this. Never had I relished the warmth of his hard body against mine, the feel of his hands as they swept over my body, the way his muscles flexed as he moved with both tenderness and strength. He pulled back just enough to gaze into my eyes, his elbows propping him up over me.
I tried pulling him back down to me, but he only smiled and held his ground. I grumbled my annoyance, and his eyes gleamed with something that made my heart flutter. He bent his head toward me, his lips barely brushing against mine. He knew he was driving me crazy, and he was enjoying every second of it.
“I want to hear you say it.” His voice was deep and husky.
“Say what?” I gasped.
I felt him smile on my lips.
“That you love me, too,” he whispered.
My heart drowned out my brain. “You already know how I feel,” I said, trying to kiss him, but he tilted his head back just enough so that I couldn’t reach his mouth.
And there was a smirk on his lips. He bent his head toward me again, this time whispering on my ear. “Say it.”
Butterflies swarmed my stomach as I was struck with a memory. A long time ago when he had wanted me to admit my defeat. I smiled to myself. How different things had become.
“Fine,” I squeezed his waist, pulling him against me, drowning in his eyes. “I love you.”
He smiled that smile I adored as he placed a hand on my cheek, rubbing it with his thumb. “I just needed to hear it from your lips.” He held my gaze, trailing his thumb over my lips. “To love someone so much and for so long, to know that they so completely have your heart in their hands and not have any idea what they intend to do with it… You are the only human being in this world that could destroy me.”
“Alex…” I grinned, leaning up to kiss him, but he held me down with a mischievous gleam in his eyes.
“Tell me.” He kissed my temple. “How does it feel,” he kissed my chin, “having that kind of power,” he kissed the soft indent beside my nose, “over me?” He said those last words on my lips, holding them there but not kissing me.
So I kissed him.
His elbows gave way and he sank on top of me, his legs tangled with mine. I loved the way we fit together—perfectly, as though we had been made for each other.
“You are—” his lips trailed my jaw “—so beautiful.” He kissed down my throat, his lips teasing my collarbone. His hands slipped beneath the back of my shirt, holding my waist, and I pressed my hips into his. His desire was smothering. I felt him shudder against me as he rocked his hips back against mine. A soft moan escaped my lips at the feel of him, and my need for him burned—burned down my abdomen, the warmth like an electric shock spreading through my legs—my entire body.
I needed more than this. I needed him.
“Alexander Del Conte.”
Oh, no.
Oh, no!
Alex rolled off of me, shirt raised halfway up his torso, palms on his forehead with elbows in the air, and I hoped against all hopes that Sonya couldn’t tell my shirt was completely twisted and lopsided.
Sonya closed the door behind her, hands on her hips. I couldn’t tell, though, if she was angry, embarrassed, or pleased, because it almost seemed like she felt all three at the same time.
But angry won by a long shot.
She arched a brow, staring only at her son. “Fix your shirt.” She looked at me, lips pursed. “Both of you.”
Shoot.
I glanced away feeling like my entire body was on fire. Alex’s breathing was slow and steady beside me as he stared at the ceiling.
“Mom, I—”
“Didn’t think we’d come so soon?” she finished for him. “That’s beside the point, Alexander. When you asked me if you could bring her here early, you promised you would keep an eye on her. How can you possibly do that when you’re up here trying to take her clothes off?”
Mortified, I looked away; Alex shut his eyes and sighed. “I’m sorry.”
Sonya was quiet.
“It’s not all his fault,” I said.
She fixed her dark eyes on me and smirked. “Oh, trust me, I know that.”
I suddenly wanted to crawl in a hole and die.
“Everyone is downstairs,” she continued, looking back at Alex. “Your father was on his way up to get you—you’re lucky I know you both better than that.” She arched a brow and I thought I saw her smile before she turned and left.
The door closed and Alex let out a slow, deep breath and turned to me, leaning on his elbow. There was a light in his eyes, a smile on his flushed face, and his dark hair was messed all around his forehead in such a way that, for a moment, I saw the boy. The one I’d known all my life. The one I’d loved all my life.
He bent his head and kissed me softly. “I’m sorry,” he said, pulling back. “I shouldn’t have put you in that position.”
I wrapped my leg around his waist, and pulled him close. “Really?” I whispered.
His desire flared and my heart sputtered as he pushed the hair back from my face. “You’re right,” he said. “Nineteen years. We have a lot of making up to do.” He smiled and started kissing me again.
“Tons,” I said as I kissed him back.
“It’ll take years,” he said in between kisses.
“A lifetime,” I whispered.
I felt him smile beneath my lips.
His mouth moved on mine. “We have to go downstairs.”
“Then you should probably stop kissing me.”
“You’re right.” His lips crushed against mine.
At last, with a frustrated groan, he leaned back and slid off the bed. He shook his dark hair and pulled down his shirt, hiding my new favorite line that curved around his waist and ducked below his belt.
“I think I like you better with your shirt off,” I said.
He arched a brow and his eyes lit with amusement. “Unfortunately, my mother doesn’t agree with you.”
I snorted a laugh and threw a pillow at his face. He caught it, smiling. “Turn around so I can fix your shirt.”
I reached around to find my shirt ties loose—very loose. I grinned as I scooted near him and turned around, and he very slowly and carefully laced me back together. When he was done, he placed his hands on my shoulders and turned me around. His eyes were rich and overflowing with so many emotions, all of which stemmed from love.
He threaded his fingers through mine and tugged me off of his bed, resting his forehead against mine with a sigh. “I’ll never get enough of you.”
I smiled and kissed him lightly. “Come on, before she sends your dad.”
He grinned and kissed me before opening the door, and the two of us crept down the stairs.
There was quite a group gathered in the front room.
Sonya stood at the base of the stairs. I couldn’t decide if she’d been guarding it or about to walk back up. Either way, she glanced between us and stepped aside, arching a brow at her son.
“There you are!” Cicero’s voice boomed.
He appeared before us, and I tried to gather myself.
“I think I got everyone.” Cicero glanced back at the people in the room. “Sir Armand wanted to be here, but he’s tied up in meetings with Brax and the border patrol.”
“Any news?” Alex asked.
Cicero shook his head. “That’s what worries me.” He looked between us. “Mind if we start?”
Alex nodded for his dad to continue. Cicero had started to turn when he paused and glanced back at us, curious. “Are you two feeling all right?”
“Perfectly fine,” Alex said at the same time I said, “Great.”
Cicero eyed us a moment longer, brow raised, before walking back in to the crowd. I saw Brant standing off to one side, talking with Sturgis and Phin and a few others I didn’t recognized, but dressed the same, in black leathers, like assassins. More Aegises.
Alex grabbed my hand and pulled me farther into the room, and Cicero spoke. “Sir Armand has affirmed that members of the shadowguard are pressing toward Valdon.”
The room erupted in noise and chatter.
“Does Lord Commodus really have the shield?” someone asked.
“What about the dark rider?” someone else asked, and I exchanged a glance with Alex.
“The dark rider is dead,” Cicero said, and the room erupted in chatter again.
I leaned close to Alex. “Does he know?” I whispered.
Alex nodded once.
“What is King Darius doing about it?” asked yet another.
“The king is overwrought with sorrow and is incapable of making a decision, at present.” Stefan stood—where had he come from?—and the room fell silent. His face was drawn and his eyes sagged, but even though he looked weary, I couldn’t help but notice he looked very much like a prince. Like our father.
Behind him was a person with a head of familiar white-blonde hair, leaning against the wall. 
What is Vera still doing here?
The room waited for Stefan to continue, and he did. “My grandfather refuses to believe what is happening and will not act, which is why I’ve called you all here.”
Stefan had done this?
Alex squeezed my hand.
Stefan walked farther into the room and looked at me. His eyes were full of such sadness—such a deep, affected sadness, and I realized something.
With a king incapacitated, and Dad gone, Stefan was next in line.
“Are the rumors true, my prince? Has Eris really returned?” someone asked.
Stefan swallowed and continued looking at me with heavy eyes. “Daria?”
The entire room turned to me.
“Yes,” I said.
The room went silent and apprehension filled the air.
Brant stepped forward, features tight. “What does he want?”
The fire crackled in the hearth.
“The throne,” I replied.
Everyone looked to each other as though they wanted someone else to tell them that it wasn’t true.
“He’s got the shield and the stone,” said a man about Cicero’s age, with a gruff voice and shaggy face. “How can we possibly oppose such power?”
Stefan stared at the fire, seeming to grow as old as our father had been. “We can’t.”
 
 



Chapter 27
A Secret Mission
 
 
The discussion on how to handle Eris went on for hours. Strategies had been brought up and shot down, names were mentioned—some of which I’d heard, still more I hadn’t. No one could decide on a course of action, or how best to prepare against a power everyone knew would be great, but no one knew to what extent.
Although, they all seemed to agree, without one disparity, that we were no match for the power of the shield.
The course of action they’d decided upon, though, was that each territory would strengthen their fortifications with magic, with arms, and with people.
Not that anyone knew how effective it would prove, but sometimes people needed the visage of strength in order to act bravely.
“I don’t know what to tell the people,” Stefan said later that evening, as he, Alex, and I walked to the dining hall in the castle. I wasn’t hungry, but the distraction had sounded nice. The castle seemed so empty now, with all the people gone from the festival.
Without Dad.
“Tell them the truth,” Alex said.
Stefan raked a hand through his hair. He looked so much like our father, even more so lately.
My heart ached as I swallowed the lump in my throat; Alex grabbed my hand as we walked.
“I’m not ready for this!” Stefan said.
“You don’t have a choice,” Alex replied.
“Stef,” I said.
Stefan glanced sideways at me, and I stopped, holding his gaze.
“You are ready for this,” I said. “You care, which is what will make you great—just like Dad.”
He just stood there and stared at me a long moment. His eyes turned glassy, and he looked away. “Thanks, D,” he whispered.
We kept walking while Alex squeezed my hand, not loosening his grip. We walked into the banquet hall. It was mostly empty, except for a few guards and other people I didn’t recognize. Brant, Sturgis, Phin, and Flanders were all seated at the end of one table, huddled over mugs and plates of food. Brant noticed us and waved us over.
“We’re going to have a weak corner with Orindor.” Phin took a sip.
I saw the strain on Stefan’s face right as Brant knocked the bottom of Phin’s cup, spilling ale all over Phin.
“So you’re back, eh, Del Conte?” Brant changed the subject.
“It appears so.” Alex arched a brow, but not without a grin. “Worried?”
“Nah.” Brant smirked, taking a swig. “But I guess my chances with the princess are over.”
The boys laughed—even I laughed. But Stefan didn’t.
He was still, sitting there but not really there, staring absently at the table, twirling a fork. He was so worried, just like Dad had always been. Taking the weight of the world and placing it upon his shoulders, as if he were solely responsible for the fate of it.
If only there was something I could do to help him.
Had I missed something? Some detail—anything? A word, a thought…something Danton had said, even in passing…?
Think…think…think…
I jerked to a stand, startling the others.
Alex touched my hand, his brow knit together as he gazed up at me. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah.” Of course! Why hadn’t I thought of it sooner? “I, uh…I’ll be right back.”
Alex’s lips tightened, but I climbed over the bench before he could say a word and tried to keep myself from running out of the room, feeling Alex’s gaze on me the entire way.
Once I got into the hall, I sprinted all the way to the king’s chambers. Two guards were there to block my entry.
“Let me through,” I demanded.
“Sorry, princess, but the king—”
“—is going to have to deal with me, whether he feels like it or not. Now, let me through.”
They looked at each other.
I stood tall. “I command you.”
They pushed the door open.
Huh. It had worked. 
I stepped inside and closed the door after me.
The king’s chambers were dark but for a single candle lit beside his bed. I’d never been in here before. I’d never been allowed, but even if I had been allowed, I would have stayed far from his corner of the castle.
I still couldn’t see much in the dark, but the shadows about his room were enormous.
“Get out,” said a raspy voice.
Where was it coming from? I searched the shadows. “I need to talk to you,” I said, “sire.”
“Get out!” he growled.
He was in the far corner, sitting in the windowsill. I could just see the shimmer of his eyes in the shadow, like a ghost.
Don’t be afraid now.
I clenched my fists at my side and walked toward him. “No.”
The candle burned brighter as his anger flourished. Well, he certainly wasn’t that incapacitated.
“I’m sorry, sire, but you forfeited your right to make commands when you decided to lock yourself in your bedroom while your kingdom is about to be attacked,” I growled.
“How dare you chastise me?” he hissed.
“What do you want, then?” My voice grew louder. “Praise? For what? For keeping the games going when you knew the danger and ignored it?”
“You—”
“For blocking my magic because you were afraid my power would challenge yours?”
He stood then, the window illuminating his shadow. “You dare—”
“For hiding in here while your grandson is forced to deal with your problems when he just lost his father?”
His fury boiled inside of me. “You will pay—”
“I already pay!” I screamed at him. “Every day he’s gone.” My throat clamped down as I fought against tears.
Silence.
“I came here because Stefan needs help.” My voice rattled.
“But the shield’s already been taken,” the king said, his voice shaken. “I can’t help him.”
“But you can help me,” I said.
He stood perfectly still, watching me.
I took a slow step forward. “What do you know about my mother?”
His shock rammed into me first, followed by something else like dread. “What is it that you want to know?”
I kept my breathing steady. “What do you know about the box of Pandor?”
He swallowed, and for a long moment, he was silent. “Only your mother would know about that.”
“My mother is dead.” I let my last word linger in the air, and the more it lingered, the sourer the air became: toxic and poisonous and difficult to breathe.
At last, the king turned away and stared at the window. I thought he wasn’t going to speak further when he said in the softest whisper, “It…contained knowledge.”
“What kind of knowledge?” I asked.
His shoulders rose slowly with a deep breath. “Knowledge of power.”
I thought of what the Pykans had said and Danton’s words. “Would it say how to use the shield?”
His head tilted to the side. “Possibly.”
It did. I felt it deep in my gut. My heart raced. “Where is this box?” I asked.
The king turned around and gazed at me. “That, I do not know. Its whereabouts were kept secret for centuries, known only by those in your mother’s family.”
“And where are they?”
King Darius looked away. “They no longer exist. They died in Pendel during the war.”
Silence.
“Thank you,” I said curtly.
I had started walking away when he said, “Daria.”
I stopped.
“I loved your father.” His voice cracked. “I loved him more than anything in this world.”
My eyes stung and I clenched my jaw. “Then you can show him by loving his children.”
I wiped my nose on my sleeve and left.
I rounded the corner to my hall and was stopped by Alex. He grabbed my arm. “What’s wrong?”
“We need to talk,” I said, pulling him after me into my room and shutting the door. “I’m leaving tonight.”
He pulled back. “Where?”
“Pendel.”
He dropped my arm and stared at me for a long, silent moment. “Is this about…?”
“Alex, listen to me,” I started. “I know how we can beat Eris.”
He looked doubtful and folded his arms.
“I can’t explain it, but it has to do with my mother. Her family. The Pandors.”
“Please don’t tell me you’re planning to go to Pendel because of a hunch.”
I shook my head. “No. I’ve been thinking over everything and the more I think about it, the more it all makes sense. Remember when Lord Tiernan first captured me?”
Alex set his jaw.
“He was looking for a box. Pandor’s box.”
Something sparked in Alex’s eyes.
“He thought I knew where it was, and Dad said it held the knowledge to the power of Gaia. And when you rescued me from the Pykans—they promised to break down the barrier to my magic if I helped them find the stone. They said they needed me because I was a Pandor—and then Danton said the same thing. And if they were planning to take the shield and stone, they knew they’d need that knowledge to use it.”
I saw my dream, again—the little rectangular black box in my hands.
“But they’re already using it,” Alex said.
“No, they’re not.”
Alex arched a brow. “How do you know?”
“Nothing has changed. There’s no difference in magic like everyone said there would be. I can’t tell a difference—can you?”
He stared hard at me.
“Stealing the shield and stone was only one piece of it,” I continued. “Having command over it is another thing, and right now, Eris doesn’t have command over it.” I stopped before him, holding his arms. “That was why Eris wanted me.”
Alex breathed in slowly. “But you don’t have that knowledge.”
“I’m going to find it.”
“Daria, no, it’s too—”
“It’s our only chance. If I find the box and figure out how to use the shield, I can stop him. Besides, he’ll be back for me. It’s safer for everyone if I’m not here when he comes.”
Alex’s jaw clenched. “But where would you even start? People have searched for decades—died searching for it.”
“Alex.” I placed my hands on his face. “I know that I can find it.”
He held my gaze a long moment and sighed into my hand. “When are you leaving?” he whispered.
“Tonight.”
He swallowed and raked a hand through his hair. “Will you tell Stefan?”
I didn’t want to, but it would be cruel if I didn’t. “Yes,” I said. “I’ll tell him what I’m doing, but not where I’m going.”
He nodded. “Where were you just now, anyway?” he asked.
“Talking to the king. I had to ask him some questions about my mother.”
Alex tilted his head. “He let you in?”
“No.” I grinned.
Alex grinned back, and then placed his hand on the wall right behind me, leaning against his arm, his face close to mine. “You know, Daria, I just got you back in my life. I’d like to keep you there for a while, and you’re not making that very simple.”
I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him lightly. He wrapped his arms around my waist, pulled me close and held me there, my face buried in his chest. “What about Fleck?” His voice rumbled through his chest.
I sighed. “I need to say goodbye to him—he’ll be safe with Master Antoni…and Tran is nearby.”
He released me, tilting my chin toward him. “You know I’m not letting you go alone.”
I didn’t bother hiding my relief.
He kissed me softly, still holding my chin. “After you, love.” He pulled his lips away and stepped back.
My heart fluttered, and suddenly all I could think about was that I wanted him to kiss me again. Like he had in his room. I noticed my bed out of the corner of my eye, and my breath hitched. Maybe we could stay just a little longer…
No, you need to get out of here.
Why, oh, why aren’t you ever on my side, Conscience?
I noticed that the candlelight in my room had dimmed—significantly. I arched a brow at Alex. “Did you?”
“No,” he said. “That was you.” He smiled, eyes gleaming.
My lips pulled into a smile as I held his gaze.
Alex followed me out my door as I ran to Fleck’s room. It was still guarded, but not as heavily as before. More for safety than imprisonment this time.
I walked in and Fleck glanced up from an enormous manuscript he was poring over. “Lady!” he shrieked. He leapt up from his book and wrapped his little arms around me. I squeezed him back, ruffling his hair.
“You’re leaving, aren’t you?” he asked, pulling back and looking at me with his big eyes.
I grabbed his hands. “How did you know?”
He looked thoughtful and wrinkled his nose. “Tran said you might.”
“Tran? When did you see—”
“Good evening, dear,” said a familiar voice beside me. Tran stood off to the side, smiling, but it was a sad smile. “Thought you might be leaving soon.”
He held his arms out to me and I hugged him, careful not to squeeze too hard. He hated it when I squeezed him too hard.
He chuckled in my ear. “Seems you’re learning a thing or two about old age.”
I snorted and backed away.
“Alexander.” He nodded to Alex, who was standing a few feet behind me. “You’re going with her, I presume?”
Alex nodded. “I certainly can’t stop her once she’s made up her mind.”
Tran grinned, scratching his beard. “No, you most certainly cannot.”
“But how did you know?” I asked Tran.
His grin spread, and he tapped his temple with his bony pointer finger. “You don’t live as long as I have for being slow-witted.” He winked, and something grumbled behind him.
Grool scowled at us from behind Tran’s robes.
“Oh, excuse me,” Tran continued, “or without a brownie for protection.”
I smiled.
“Anyway, I know that you must be on your way”—Tran fumbled in his pockets—“and I wanted to give you this.” He held out a red leather book.
I took it from him; it was blank.
“A bindingbook,” Tran said.
“Oh,” I replied. “I know what this is.” It was how Sonya had communicated with Stefan along our journey so many months ago.
“I thought you could keep in touch with Fleck and me on your journey.”
I looked at Fleck. “Where are you going?”
Fleck beamed, and Tran answered, “I thought I might take the boy with me on a small journey. There are some people I must visit, and I know that he’s coming into his powers—I may be able to help him some. Plus, it’s safer for him if he’s not here.”
Here, where Eris could find him—especially now that I was leaving.
I crouched at Fleck’s side, searching his excited eyes. “Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked.
“Yes, lady.” Fleck nodded. “Maybe Tran can help me with my powers so that I can help keep you safe, too.”
I wrapped my arms around Fleck and held him tight. “You just worry about staying out of trouble, okay?” I glanced pointedly at Tran, who laughed.
Fleck nodded into my shoulder, and his breath trembled. “I’m gonna miss you, lady.”
My throat tightened as I squeezed him again and pulled back. I kissed the tear rolling down his cheek. “Do you still have the rook I gave you?”
Fleck nodded largely and pulled the rook from the depths of his pocket. I wrapped my hand around his. “We’ll see each other again, Fleck.” I squeezed his little hand. “I promise.” And I would make sure of it.
I pulled back and stood, turning to Tran. “Thank you,” I said. “For keeping him safe.”
“Of course, child. But take care of yourselves. Where you’re going is no easy journey, and if I were you, I’d sail south to Gesh and board a boat there, rather than in Campagna. Too many on land might see you.”
I nodded and exchanged a glance with Alex.
“Until we meet again, then,” Tran said, and he, Grool, and Fleck disappeared.
Even though I knew Fleck was in the best hands possible, it was still difficult knowing he was beyond my reach.
I swallowed, tucked the bindingbook in my pocket, and we left.
We found Stefan soon after and let him know our plan. He was angry at first, thought I was abandoning him to the wolves, and then he was angry at Alex for helping me do it. After a few moments, however, Stefan calmed down and began to understand why. He’d even recalled Dad mentioning something to him about a box of Pandor, and he was glad Alex was going with me. He even suggested we take some of his best guards with us, but we talked him down from that. It’s one thing to sneak through a world as two people; it’s something else entirely to sneak through as twenty.
Stefan also gave us a bindingbook, which Alex offered to carry, so that we could correspond with him along the way.
We said goodbye, I grabbed my daggers and cloak, and took one last quick glance around my room.
“Should we tell your parents?” I asked.
Alex glanced past me, the corners of his eyes tight. “No. They’d never let us leave.”
It hurt him, leaving his parents like this.
I touched his arm. “Are you sure?”
He looked back at me and touched my cheek. “Yes.”
Alex and I hurried to the stables and grabbed Calyx and Parsec. The castle was quiet as we escorted them out of the stables, down the hill and to the marketplace. When we reached the gate, my heart sped a little. After six months of being locked behind it, I still couldn’t get used to my new freedom. The guards looked at us and let us through without question.
Once we were out of sight of the wall, we stopped. Alex stared up at the full moon, his face white in contrast to his black hair.
I suddenly realized something. It was just him and me now. My heart swelled at the thought.
“There’s no turning back after this,” he said.
Calyx whinnied, and I steadied her. “I know.”
He looked at me, and a grin twitched at his lips. “Where to?”
I smiled. “Well, we need to find a ship.”
He arched a brow. “And a crew, unless—”
A shadow dropped in front of us, and Vera’s face illuminated in the moonlight. Her eyes shone with excitement and she was smiling. “And where can the princess be headed at this hour”—she tilted her head and looked at Alex—“with an escort of only one?”
“Nowhere,” Alex said at the same time I said, “Just walking.”
Vera smirked, and then she whistled. A horse appeared from the trees.
“I’m coming with you,” Vera said, already mounting her horse.
I exchanged a glance with Alex. This could be very, very awkward. In fact, this wasn’t what I’d had in mind at all, but then we could use the help. And Vera was an excellent fighter. Not to mention, she was from Gesh.
Alex looked at me to respond.
“All right,” I said. “Can you get us to Gesh?”
Vera’s smile spread and she licked her lips. “If you can keep up.” She kicked her horse and took off into the moonlight.
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